



































Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 















































All rights reserved 
 ABSTRACT 
 
Archival Vagabonds: 20th-Century American Fiction  






 My research explores the interplay between the archival and aesthetic sensibilities of 
novelists not typically associated with archival practices—Claude McKay, Richard Wright, 
Ralph Ellison, and Jack Kerouac. In juxtaposing their dual roles as public novelists and private 
archivists, I expose how their literary practices echo with core concepts in archival theory and 
position the novel as an alternative and superior site of historical preservation. Drawing on my 
experience as an archivist, I argue that the twentieth-century American novel’s concern with 
inclusivity, preservation and posterity parallels archival science’s changing approach to 
ephemera, arrangement, and diversity. The role of the archive in my work is both methodological 
and thematic: first, my own research incorporates these authors’ cache of research materials, 
correspondence, drafts, diaries, and aborted or unpublished pieces, obtained during my visits to 
their various repositories. Second, I extricate the role of the archival in their fictions, and trace 
how their research, documentation, and classification practices inform their experiments with the 
novel form. I propose that all these vagabond masters of novelistic craft throw into relief the 
archive’s positivist fallibility while also stressing its creative mutability. 
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… And from the swirling slime of viscous thought a dissertation emerges into the nothingness 
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And as he talked about those old times and those dead and 
vanished men of another race from either that the boy knew, gradually to 
the boy those old times would cease to be old times and would become a 
part of the boy’s present, not only as if they had happened yesterday but 
as if they were still happening, the men who walked through them actually 
walking in breath and air and casting an actual shadow on the earth they 
had not quitted. And more: as if some of them had not happened yet but 
would occur tomorrow, until at last it would seem to the boy that he 
himself had not come into existence yet; that although it had been his 
grandfather’s and then his father’s and uncle’s and was now his cousin’s 
and someday would be his own land which he and Sam hunted over, their 
hold upon it actually was as trivial and without reality as the now faded 
and archaic script in the chancery book in Jefferson which allocated it to 
them and that it was he, the boy, who was the guest here and Sam Fathers’ 
voice the mouthpiece of the host. 
 




…in approaching our subject with the sensibilities of statisticians and 
dissectionists, we distance ourselves increasingly from the marvelous and 
spell-binding planet of imagination whose gravity drew us to our studies 
in the first place. This is not to say that we should cease to establish facts 
and to verify our information, but merely to suggest that unless those facts 
can be imbued with the flash of poetic insight then they remain dull gems; 
semi-precious stones scarcely worth the collecting. 
 
—Daniel Dreiberg, “Blood from the Shoulder of Pallas,”  













“…one is verily tempted to ask if the hotel-spirit may not just be the American spirit most seeking and 
most finding itself”  
- Henry James, The American Scene 
 
In Stephen King’s The Shining (1977), a few days after settling in with his wife and son, 
Jack Torrance—newly hired as the caretaker of the isolated and snowbound Overlook Hotel—
stumbles upon countless stacks of moldy papers in the basement of the hotel. Even though he has 
a slew of tasks to attend to, Torrance simply cannot wrest himself away from the dusty piles. 
Frantically looking through the papers, Torrance begins to find “gaps in the piled newspapers 
and records” and realizes that: 
 There was history here, all right, and not just in newspaper headlines. It was 
buried between the entries in these ledgers and account books and room-service-chits 
where you couldn’t quite see it. In 1922 Warren G. Harding had ordered a whole salmon 
at ten o’clock in the evening and a case of Coors beer. But whom had he been eating and 
drinking with? Had it been a poker game? A strategy session? What? 
 Jack glanced at his watch and was surprised to see that forty-five minutes had 
somehow slipped since he had come down here. His hands and arms were grimy, and he 
probably smelled bad . . . He walked slowly between the mountains of paper, his mind 
alive and ticking over possibilities in a speedy way that was exhilarating. He hadn’t felt 
this way in years. It suddenly seemed that the book he had semijokingly promised 
himself might really happen. It might even be right here, buried in these untidy heaps of 
paper. It could be a work of fiction, or history, or both—1 
 
Of course we all know what happens after that; Jack Torrance not only fails to ever successfully 
narrate the archive, but he tries to murder his entire family instead. Could this be the peculiar 
predicament of the twentieth-century American novelist? Indeed, even Ralph Ellison, after 
consulting the photographic archive contained in his friend Richard Wright’s 12 Million Black 
Voices, seems to prefigure Jack Torrance when he declares: “God! It makes you want to write 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Stephen King, The Shining [1977] (New York: Anchor Books, a Division of Random House, Inc., 2012), 
225. From now on, cited parenthetically in text.  
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and write and write, or murder.”2 Although not all the authors in my dissertation showed this 
predilection for archivally-induced homicide, they did all forge their novels in the boiler room of 
their own collected records and filing cabinets, and struggled, like Torrance, between “fiction, or 
history, or both.”  
The Shining never forgets that archival contact—whether through the constitution or the 
consultation of an archive—is an embodied practice; in fact, that is the source of its potential 
horror. It is the living agent’s very body that allows the ghosts of the past to continue having a 
voice, a figurative relation that is literalized in King’s hands. I know of no better book to 
demonstrate how both the literal and abstract views of the archive are not opposed but mutually 
reinforcing. The result, thanks to a master of horror like King, is rather horrifying, but hopefully 
also illuminating. In turning to The Shining, I concentrate on the ways in which King structures 
his vision of the archival nightmare to form “an index of the whole post-World War II American 
character” (275). I offer a reading of The Shining that navigates through many of the dynamics at 
play in contemporary archival thinking as a sort of preamble to the dissertation that follows. 
Chiefly, King’s The Shining is particularly useful as it can reconcile the rift between 
literalism and abstraction in contemporary literary scholarship on the archive. The battle between 
theory and practice is perhaps best exemplified in the historian Carolyn Steedman’s Dust: The 
Archive and Cultural History, written in direct response to Jacques Derrida’s Archive Fever: A 
Freudian Impression, the towering exemplar of the abstraction fetishized by the “sad creatures” 
writing our social history.3 As a historian impatient with the “figurative status of ‘the Archive’ in 
cultural theory,” Steedman offers the material, literalized “fever” or sickness that Derrida’s text 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Ellison, letter to Richard Wright, 3 November 1941. Box 97, “Personal Correspondence,” Ralph Ellison, 
1937–1953. Richard Wright Papers. Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library, Yale University. 
3 See Carolyn Steedman, Dust: The Archive and Cultural History (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press, 2002), x, 2. 
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only conjures abstractly.4 At the same time, she cleverly allows Derrida’s text to authorize her 
own through “a parody (but not quite a parody) of empirical doggedness.”5 Hers is a conscious 
misreading—not unlike some of Derrida’s own methodology—aimed at restoring the very real 
dangers, dynamics, and practices involved in direct contact with archives. With the archive at the 
core of its narrative, I propose that The Shining accommodates a dizzying array of archival-based 
critical lenses, including Steedman’s historically and empirically grounded approach, Derrida’s 
more figurative, psychoanalytic undertaking, Foucault’s critical archeology of archive as 
monument of power, Antoinette Burton’s reflections on the archive’s changing role and cachet in 
the humanities, Ann Laura Stoler’s postcolonial attention to the material traces of governance, 
Suzanne Keen’s consideration of narrative plots that center around archival research, and others. 
As a result, King’s novel can help us better understand what archives are, how they can be read, 
how they can be used, what desires they elicit, what dreams they induce, and what nightmares 
they often end up being. 
Cabin Fever, Archive Fever 
To begin: just who is Jack Torrance? Torrance is a recovering alcoholic who was recently 
fired from his job as an Assistant Professor of English at Stovington College. He was “a slowly 
blooming American writer” who had already “published two dozen short stories” (55-56). After 
failing to produce good writing during his time at Stovington, “his teaching had become erratic” 
and he had a breakdown, physically striking a student when he caught the latter slashing the tires 
of his car. “Under different circumstances,” we learn, Jack “would have gotten tenure that June” 
(53). Because “there might be a novel incubating in some mental back room” (56), let’s think of 
Torrance as both the troubled postwar American writer and the contemporary literary scholar 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Steedman, 4. 
5 Steedman, 10. 
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who, for various reasons and like many of his brethren, is unable to get tenure. The figure of Jack 
Torrance is a cautionary tale for all researchers not to get too attached to your subject; the dark 
side of what happens should all critical distances collapse.  
The basic premise of The Shining is that of a family stuck and isolated for the winter in a 
fancy resort hotel high in the Colorado mountains. Although the novel hints that the isolation 
might eventually give Torrance “a curious condition which the old-timers call cabin fever” (12), 
what Torrance clearly contracts instead is a bad case of “archive fever,” and, as we will see, even 
what Carolyn Steedman calls “Archive Fever Proper, a new entry for the medical dictionaries.”6 
Derrida puts emphasis on the site, the place in which documents are housed, and declares that 
“archives take place” precisely “in this domiciliation, in this house arrest.” The term house-arrest 
is particularly useful in capturing the predicament of the Torrances and the Overlook’s 
snowbound archive. The shared aspects of cabin and archive fever stem from the archive itself as 
an imaginary site for what Steedman calls “a particular and modern form of loneliness,” a place 
out of which can emerge “an extraordinary kind of aloneness.”7  
As part of his initial tour of the hotel during his job interview, Torrance is taken to the 
cellar where he encounters the Overlook’s archive for the first time. He observes that 
“Newspapers were everywhere, bundled and banded and boxed” (28-29). In a parody of the 
impulse to preserve and hoard every little thing, he sees a gigantic “SAVE!” written on cartons 
that have been “marked Records or Invoices or Receipts” (29). Although someone (or something) 
has taken the care to preserve everything, this archive is not in pristine condition: “The smell was 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Steedman, 29.  
7 Steedman, 72-73. Steedman later turns to D.W. Winnicott’s theories on “play” to think about the kinds of 
activities researchers undertake when they sit in archives. “Play,” she writes, “has long been understood as a form of 
cultural experience that is above all, to do with the capacity to be alone” (82). Of course, as the Kubrick adaptation 
of The Shining so strikingly reminds us, “All work and no play make Jack a dull boy.” That play, that vagabondage, 
is one of the ways we can name the narrativization of the archive. 
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yellow and moldy. Some of the cartons were falling apart, spilling yellow flimsy sheets that 
might have been twenty years old out onto the floor.” Jack, we are told, “stared around, 
fascinated.” “The Overlook’s entire history might be here,” he realizes, “buried in these rotting 
cartons” (29). In an effort to find out more about them, Jack comments to his tour guide, 
maintenance man Watson, that “There sure are a lot of papers down here” (34). Watson’s 
exaggerated response—“Oh, you’re not kidding. Seems like they go back a thousand years” 
(35)—stretches the archive’s temporal contents back to the 10th century, back to a time before 
transatlantic explorations and the violent clashes of cultures and technology these brought in 
their wake. As I will demonstrate below, King’s novel lends itself to a reading of the hotel as the 
repository of all the transactions—evil and otherwise—that the continent has borne witness to for 
a millennia. In that way, the Overlook can stand as what Derrida calls, in his famed and 
influential Archive Fever, “the most archaic place of absolute commencement”8 for modern 
America.  
 Once Torrance is chosen as the new caretaker of the Overlook Hotel, he is charged with 
its protection, maintenance, and governance. During his tenure as caretaker, he must also 
necessarily take up residence, or shelter, in the hotel. As such, Torrance becomes akin to 
Derrida’s definition of the “archon”—the “magistrate”—in charge of protecting and overseeing 
the Hotel’s archive. These archons are “first of all the documents’ guardians,” are “considered to 
possess the right to make or represent the law,” and it is in their house (whether private, family, 
or “employee’s house”) “that official documents are filed.”9 These are precisely the power 
dynamics operating in The Shining, with the father’s law presiding over his family up in that 
isolated house. Although the political background upon which The Shining operates is 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression. Trans. by Eric Prenowitz (Chicago & London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 91.  
9 Derrida, 2. 
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necessarily different from both Derrida’s and Steedman’s magistrates, the figure of the caretaker 
is just as omnipresent, and exerts his influence and control over the archive (or rather, in the 
horror tale, the archive exerts its influence upon the unhinged caretaker).10  
For Derrida, archons “also have the power to interpret the archives,” and it is these 
documents that “in effect speak the law.”11 Such a transfer of the source of power—the 
wellspring of the law’s very voice—to the archive is entertainingly literalized by King; the 
archive begins to directly “speak” to Torrance, ordering and influencing him toward homicide. 
At first, this relation between archon and archive is inspirational; Torrance is thrilled at the 
prospect of writing a book out of these documents. It is his decision to interpret and thus narrate, 
to weave a tale, that brings him back again and again into contact with the dusty records, and is 
also what brings on all the trouble. In choosing to reanimate the dead records, the writer—
whether the historian or the novelist—is responsible for creating the ethical encounter with the 
past that narrating the archive produces. In a dramatic way, The Shining is fundamentally about 
archival ethics.  
One recurring detail in the novel is the fact that Torrance compulsively brings his hand to 
his lips every time he goes to the basement to consult the hotel’s archive. “He wiped his lips with 
his hand and wished he had a drink” (233); “He rubbed his lips and turned the next page in the 
scrapbook” (234); “He scrubbed his lips with his hand” (242). He does this so often that he 
eventually splits his lips open and bleeds onto the paper. When his wife Wendy finally comes 
down to the cellar to find out why Jack has not been back upstairs for hours, she realizes that his 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 The “archon” is one of the points upon which Steedman takes Derrida to task, as she finds that the latter 
has described “the wrong magistrate” (40) in Archive Fever. In trying to trace “archive” back to the Greek 
magistrates, Steedman accuses Derrida of conflating importantly distinct figures, a mish-mash of official positions 
held in ancient Greece, Rome, as well as those in other nations of the Western world up to and following the French 
Revolution of 1789. Derrida is being provocative and takes the risk not all historians do, namely to reflect on an idea 
as opposed to a date. Of course, in calling Jack Torrance an “archon” I too am guilty of picking the “wrong 
magistrate,” but am similarly trying to wrestle with ideas beyond facticity (au-delà du fait).   
11 Derrida, 2. 
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“mouth is bleeding.” Jack had not noticed the cut and is surprised when his “index finger came 
away bloody” (243). This pattern is established from Jack’s first extended session with the 
archive, and his manic mouth rubbing is followed every time, even when his “fingers were 
yellow and grimy with crumbling old paper” (483). In other words, every time he comes into 
contact with it, Torrance literally ingests pieces of the archive; its mold, paper and dust particles 
enter him, corrupting both mind and body. In turn, the archive absorbs his blood. First 
Torrance’s physical body becomes sick: soon after his first contact, he is struck by cramps, 
“hitting him like lightning bolts, making him curl up in front of the telephone” (279). Then, King 
makes it clear that Torrance’s archive sessions are leading him to madness: “he sat hunched over 
the yellowed, crackling sheets, his reddish-blond hair tumbling untidily over his forehead, he 
looked slightly lunatic” (314).  
In Dust, Steedman traces 19th-century French historian Jules Michelet’s exposure to what 
was likely the anthrax spore during his extensive archival research. “As I breathed in their dust,” 
Michelet writes, “I saw them rise up.”12 This fateful declaration has since been understood as the 
defining task of the Historian: “it is the historian’s act of inhalation that gives life.”13 As she 
analyzes Michelet’s phrases, Steedman may just as well be describing the plot of The Shining: “it 
cannot be determined whether it is the manuscripts or the dead, or both who come to life, and 
take shape and form.”14 Derrida’s text resonates with this theme as well; he declares that “the 
structure of the archive is spectral,” and points to the archive’s degrees of “haunting, spectrality, 
phantoms, ghosts.”15 Steedman, however, declines to address this aspect of Derrida’s text 
because she is trying to prove that Michelet contracted an actual disease from breathing in all 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Quoted in Steedman, 27. 
13 Steedman, 27. 
14 Steedman, 27. 
15 Derrida, 84-85. 
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that dust. “He inhaled,” she writes, “the by-products of all the filthy trades that have, by 
circuitous routes, deposited their end-products in the archives.”16 In short, she is “talking 
epidemiology here, not metaphor.”17 The Shining permits us to apprehend both approaches as 
equally valid, if not reciprocal: Torrance keeps bringing the infected material up to his mouth 
where it enters his bloodstream and, simultaneously, is figuratively absorbing the evil “by-
products of all the filthy trades” that have produced the Overlook’s archive. In other words, I am 
misreading Steedman by refiguring her de-figuration yet by keeping the difference she has made. 
In afflicting Jack Torrance with a double-dose of the Steedman-Derrida strain of Archive Fever 
(Proper), I want to reinsert an important figure too-often elided in talks of archival encounters: 
the novel(ist). The latter also has the power to “give life” to the material phantoms of the past 
(and the present). Put another way, Historians aren’t the only ones who eat history; if they look 
closely next time they visit an archive, they may see a novelist (or a literary scholar) requesting 
Box 217 from the menu a table or two over… 
Archives of Evil 
In an effort to explain to five-year-old Danny Torrance how the past leaves a persistent 
mark upon the present—and that this mark is always inscribed upon precise locations—Dick 
Hallorann, the cook who also has “the shining,” tells the boy that “all the bad things that ever 
happened here, there’s little pieces of those things still layin around like fingernail clippins or the 
boogers that somebody nasty just wiped under a chair” (125). While Danny’s father discovers a 
detailed record of “those things” in the basement, Danny’s abilities allow him to bear witness to 
the otherwise-invisible and silent horrors committed inside the hotel. In one sense, the discarded 
pieces of the human body—pieces that once served a purpose but have now outlived their 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Steedman, 27.  
17 Steedman, 29. 
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usefulness or been deemed undesirable—are the organic equivalent to the “dead matter,” the 
contents of archives. In a wider context, what Hallorann is pointing to through his child-friendly 
examples (nail clippings, boogers) are the “unspeakable remnants” or what Antoinette Burton 
calls “the detritus of history: fragments and shards, ashes and dust, rag and bone.”18 These shards 
are testimonies that only the dead can give, and only sensitives like Danny—or forensic 
scientists—can unearth.  
Recent postcolonial scholarship has attended to alternative “bodies” of evidence as a 
means of excavating the past under colonial rule. The practice might be best summarized by 
Burton’s poignant phrase, “archive of bones,” which has “become grounds for thinking through 
the violence of history.”19 Through a careful network of allusions, King suggests that “all the bad 
things” that took place inside the walls of the Overlook represent the “unprecedented havoc and 
destruction wreaked by twentieth-century wars, whether in the form of local hostilities or the 
global conflicts entailed by them.”20 In that sense, The Shining makes it impossible to forget the 
dimension of “evil” that Derrida’s French title connotes (“mal”); King’s novel is principally—as 
befits the horror genre—a literal and supernatural “archive du mal” “[archive of evil],” a record 
of the “disasters that have scarred the end of the millennium;” a means of thinking though 
“radical evil.”21  
Sifting “with great interest” through the “mushy and old” boxes and the “spilled drifts of 
paper onto the floor” (207), Jack Torrance finds the “white leather” scrapbook “bound with 
gold” that eventually drives him insane and homicidal. As he reads the scrapbook, Torrance 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Antoinette Burton, “Archive of Bones: Anil’s Ghost and the Ends of History,” The Journal of 
Commonwealth Literature (38:39, 2003), 39. 
19 Burton, “Archive of Bones,” 39. 
20 Burton, 39. 
21 Jacques Derrida. “Prière d’insérer.” Mal d’Archive: une impression Freudienne (Paris: Galilée, 2008), 
unpaginated. My translation. 
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learns about the multiple murders, suicides, accidents that have happened in this place over the 
years. King’s choices of color for the scrapbook are telling: the white leather, it’s “skin,” points 
to the history of violence perpetrated by the white race, for the sake of satiating its unbounded 
greed, symbolized by the “gold” that binds its contents (the scrapbook’s colors are reiterated 
often over the course of the novel). When Jack first picks it up, he sees that the “top cover was 
thick with dust,” which he blows off “in a cloud” (226) before opening it. Torrance immediately 
feels “as though you could step right into it,” that is, into the Overlook’s history, into the archive. 
Indeed, the first item is a card inviting a guest to “The Grand Opening of THE OVERLOOK 
HOTEL,” an invitation that Torrance accepts immediately. Importantly, the opening gala of the 
hotel took place on August 29, 1945, just a few days after the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. In fact, on August 29, 1949—four years later—the USSR tested their first atomic 
bomb. The historicist associations with the Soviet Union’s own atomic tests announce the 
beginning of the Cold War. In short, the date suggests that a new kind evil was born then, at the 
end of World War II, one that the Overlook embodies—and celebrates—with a grand party.  
In a later scene, Jack enters the dining room where the party took place “on that hot 
August night in 1945,” and trails his “fingers over the slick plastic dustcovers” on the tables. He 
imagines how it must have felt, with the “war won, the future stretching ahead so various and 
new, like a land of dreams. The bright and parti-colored Japanese lanterns hung the whole of the 
circular drive,” he notices (347-348). Again, the August 1945 date is associated with Japan 
through the decorative details of the lanterns. In yet another scene, when the dining room and its 
bar inexplicably come to life fully stocked, Jack Torrance even tells Lloyd the bartender, as a 
means of explaining why he deserves a drink, “White man’s burden, Lloyd my man” (351). The 
expression, from Kipling’s poem, has of course taken on the connotations of the Western world’s 
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global policing and domination. The Overlook and its archive thus come to stand in for all the 
imperial atrocities perpetrated on and by the United States. Through its symbolic structure, then, 
we can consider the Overlook’s archive as a colonial record, and archive of evil where the fever-
inducing dust of the archive is analogous to nuclear fallout, the debris and bones of violent 
history.  
Through tracing Torrance’s excited thoughts, the novel makes these imperial resonances 
even more explicit. Fingering the “rich and creamy” card, Jack “could almost see them in the 
dining room, the richest men in America and their women. . . The war was over, or almost over. 
The future lay ahead, clean and shining. America was the colossus of the world and at last she 
knew it and accepted it” (227). King carefully alludes to the war, yet omits to mention the atomic 
bombings. Only victory and the “shining” future of America are emphasized. Then suddenly, 
without warning, Torrance thinks “The Red Death held sway over all,” surprising himself. “What 
left field had that come out of? That was Poe, the Great American Hack. And surely the 
Overlook—this shining, glowing Overlook on the invitation he held in his hands—was the 
furthest cry from E.A. Poe imaginable” (227).22 The “shining”—a word used yet again here to 
describe the hotel, as it had just been used to describe America—is a quality that seems to allow 
the beholders to “overlook” the atrocities committed within. It may look clean, cleansed of its 
sins, but in reality the “place is lousy with ghosts” (479).23  
When we consider the “Overlook Hotel” as a horror genre stand-in for the new “shining” 
postwar America, one whose violent past and growing sense of power as “the colossus of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 The novel’s first of its three epigraphs is taken from Poe’s “The Masque of the Red Death.” The passage 
has to do with the inevitable and implacable weight of time, of history. 
23 In relation to Steedman’s work, it pays to note that the allusion to Poe’s “Red Death” is reminiscent of 
the names “archivists and book restorers” began to give to the “type of leather deterioration” that allowed the 
anthrax spore to circulate. As Steedman states, “ ‘Red powdering,’ ‘red decay’ and ‘red rot’ continue to be described 
in the literature of book conservation” (26). 
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world,” then its rotting papers can considered its own figurative colonial archive, the material 
embodiment of the evil it has wrought upon the world. Like Ann Laura Stoler in her seminal 
Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense, Torrance 
figuratively seeks to “learn about the nature of imperial rule and the dispositions it engendered 
from the writerly forms through which it was managed.”24 Beyond the horror genre’s capacity to 
give “evil” management a face and a place, another analytical advantage that The Shining 
provides is its refusal to provide any sort of omniscience or purely objective system of operation; 
as Stoler comes to realize, the administrators responsible for creating the archive—the previous 
caretakers—were just as unstable as Torrance, just as filled with “epistemic uncertainties,” and 
produced “unsure and hesitant sorts of documentation and sensibilities”25 that left an indelible 
mark upon the hotel’s very architecture. In what becomes an understatement when applied to the 
Overlook, “these archives register the febrile movements of persons off balance—of thoughts 
and feelings in and out of place,” and generate “[f]earful colonial visions.”26 
Underlying the very real disease that has entered the body of the archive’s caretaker is the 
symbolic suggestion that in order to allow the rich folks of America to hold parties and indulge 
in their appetites, atrocities have been “overlooked”; in fact, it is precisely this history of 
violence that granted them the opportunity to enjoy their isolated luxury on “top of the 
mountain.” When the novel states that this opening gala is taking place during “an endless night 
in August 1945” (447), we are reminded of the timelessness of trauma, the duration of the evil 
that has been caused during and since World War II. As Torrance learns from the countless 
clippings pasted into the scrapbook, the hotel’s history of “evil” seems to really begin after it is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 1. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid., 2. 
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purchased by Horace Derwent, a “mysterious California millionaire” (228). Importantly, “the 
war had made him rich and he was still rich” (231). In fact, Derwent owned so much property 
that some people thought he owned “the U.S.A. itself” (231). King makes repeated references to 
postwar America in the novel, and goes so far as to explicitly state, as I mentioned above, that 
the Overlook hotel “forms an index of the whole post-World War II American character” (275). 
Tellingly, when Jack finds himself “inside” that August night party, he seems uncertain about 
which war has just finished; as he hears “the smooth sounds of some postwar band,” he asks 
himself, “but which war? Can you be certain?” (512).27 All wars seem to temporally collapse into 
this single, evil space, and the novel as a whole reaches back “thousands of years” to include 
centuries of violence. 
Indeed, the novel further asks us to reflect, in this postwar moment of triumphalism, 
whether anyone can really be considered an innocent in relation to the violent acts of the past. 
Danny is only five years old; should he be held responsible for the violence of his 
(fore)father(s)? “I’m just five!” Danny cries at some point, “Doesn’t it make a difference that I’m 
just five?” (448) What can such a small boy do with “something old, something that had 
happened long before he was born or even thought of, something that was done with”? (316). 
Yet the past both haunts and comes to hurt the boy, coming to life as it does in the form of the 
hotel’s specters. When Danny enters the haunted room 217, he is attacked by the moving corpse 
of a woman who has “been dead for a long time” (319). Like the white leather scrapbook, the 
corpse is able to reach up and affect the living, trying to snuff out its life. The novel thus 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 American warfare is introduced once again late in the novel when Dick Hallorann begins his journey 
back toward the hotel in the hope of rescuing the Torrances. On the plane from Florida to Colorado, Hallorann holds 
a brief conversation on war with the woman in his adjacent seat; when Hallorann alludes to the Korean war, the 
nameless woman replies, “It is the line soldier who ultimately pays for any foreign intervention,” and adds, “This 
country must swear off its dirty little wars. The CIA has been at the root of every dirty little war America has fought 
in this century. The CIA and dollar diplomacy” (502). Just before landing, she observes that “When one has seen the 
horrors of a dirty little war. . . or sensed the degrading immorality of CIA dollar diplomacy intervention . . . a rough 
landing pales into insignificance” (529). 
14 
	  
symbolically dramatizes the generational trauma that occurs when the sins of the past come to 
haunt the days of the next generation. As the father who eats the past, Torrance becomes the 
representative of all the evil—atrocities, genocides, murders—of history, a malevolence that 
seeks to destroy the son, young Danny who is overly sensitive and attuned to all that vast bloody 
horror of the American continent’s past.28  
This past, the novel suggests through the hotel’s name, has been Overlooked. The novel 
had already broached the challenge of remembering—of having the very means of 
remembrance—victims of American violence through one of the games Danny plays to pass the 
time. The game, “CAN YOU SEE THE INDIANS?,” involves finding the Native figures hiding 
in a picture like a landscape or a town. Although Danny is able to spot a few of the Indians, he 
knows that “you could never see all of them, and that was what made you uneasy” (285). This 
passage hints that the bodies of Native Americans so litter the American landscape that it is 
impossible to see them all; the question, “Can you see the Indians in this picture?” (424), is 
similarly spread across the narrative. At the novel’s very end, Danny’s inner “shining” 
repeatedly gives him the final clue to his salvation: “You will remember what your father forgot” 
(620, 623, 631). That reiterated statement represents a hope that the younger generation will not 
“overlook” the atrocities of the past, but will remember them and perhaps be able to begin the 
work of exorcising those archives of evil. Once the hotel has been set triumphantly ablaze at the 
novel’s end, “the final thing” to emerge out of its crumbling architecture is a “huge dark shape” 
that shoots up and shreds “like old dark paper” before disappearing for good (645). Only Dick 
Hallorann, the African American character whose long-awaited arrival at the hotel also embodies 
hope, is witness to the evil archive’s final paper form. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 It is interesting that King, years later, chose to make Danny Torrance a “doctor” who tries to ease 
people’s passages from life to death in the Shining sequel, Doctor Sleep (forthcoming).  
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A Monument of Power 
Another influential way in which discourses of the archive have been deployed in recent 
years arises out of Michel Foucault’s work. Most scholarship invested in addressing the 
configurations of institutional and national power at play in archival formation and control have 
relied on Foucault as an ideal starting point. His Archeology of Knowledge, in particular, has 
received a great deal of attention for the ways in which it is able to formulate an “archeology” of 
the archive, namely a “description”29 of the “accumulated existence of discourses”30 that serves 
double-duty as an analysis of power. Boiled down, for Foucault the archive names that which 
can and cannot be said, a structure that extends to who can say what; in effect creating, over 
time, a dialectic between inclusion and exclusion. In Foucault’s words, “I’ll call archive . . . the 
play of rules that determine, in a culture, the appearance and disappearance of statements, their 
persistence and erasure, their paradoxical existence as events and things.”31  
A self-aware archive like the Overlook Hotel presents an interesting allegorical model for 
Foucaultian dynamics, especially in the way it literalizes the philosopher’s movement from 
document to monument: “To analyze the facts of discourse in the general element of the archive 
is to consider them not as documents (of a hidden meaning, or as a rule of construction), but as 
monuments.”32 As critics have since suggested, Foucault’s influence has allowed for the 
articulation of archives as “both documents of exclusion and monuments to particular 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Foucault explains his terminology in this way: “What I do is neither a formalization nor an exegesis. But 
an archeology : that is, as its name indicates in too obvious a manner, the description of the archive.” Foucault, 
“Réponse à une question,” Dits et Écrits I, 1954-1975 (Paris : Éditions Gallimard, 2001), 709-710. My translation. 
30 Foucault, “Sur les façons d’écrire l’histoire,” Dits et Écrits I, 1954-1975 (Paris : Éditions Gallimard, 
2001), 623. My translation. 
31 Foucault, “Sur l’archéologie des sciences. Réponse au Cercle d’épistémologie,” Dits et Écrits I, 1954-




configurations of power.”33 The Overlook, that monument of wealthy, elitist American 
capitalism, is very picky about whom it chooses to grant admittance, and it keeps careful 
documentation regarding those it chooses to, shall we say, exclude (kill).  
Consider the Overlook in winter as that Foucaultian monument, entirely snowbound, 
inaccessible and hostile to outsiders—indeed those who have made it “in” are just as “trapped” 
inside, slaves to its rules and limitations. In other words, despite all the empty rooms, there is “no 
vacancy” here. The extent to which the hotel violently resists infiltration by unwanted parties is 
emblematic of the historical struggle of all previously-excluded voices. Almost as if it noticed 
too late that there was a woman in its corridors—a woman who is progressively seen as a threat 
to the hotel’s schemes—the first person the Overlook tells Jack Torrance to eliminate is his own 
wife, Wendy. “[T]he hotel was running things now” (495), and it orders Jack—who has become 
the archive’s prosthetic—to pursue and kill Wendy. After severely injuring her, Jack is prevented 
from finishing the job by the arrival of an even more detested individual, Dick Hallorann. The 
wish on the hotel’s part to prevent black man from arriving had already been announced. When 
Danny Torrance sends a “shining” plea of assistance for Dick Hallorann to come rescue them, 
the hotel tells Jack—through the ghost of the previous caretaker Grady: “your son is attempting 
to bring an outside party into it.” When Jack replies “stupidly,” “Outside party?... Who?” the 
hotel replies baldly, “A nigger” (519).  
The repeated desperate pleas of Danny for Dick to “please come!” represents the younger 
generation’s awareness that more guests ought to be included in the American hotel, and that this 
inclusion is tied to survival. In other words, in the context of the novel, Dick’s intervention is not 
simply a good-hearted wish; it is a matter of life and death. Unlike in the Kubrick film where 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Hamilton, Harris, and Reid, “Introduction” to Refiguring the Archive, eds. Carolyn Hamilton, Verne 
Harris, Jane Taylor, Michele Pickover, Graeme Reid, and Razia Saleh (Cape Town: David Philip, 2002), 9. See also 
Stoler, in Refiguring the Archive, 89. 
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Hallorann (Scatman Crothers) is killed by Jack, Hallorann does finally manage to get Wendy and 
Danny away from the hotel, but also receives quite a beating for doing so. In fact, before he even 
gets to the Overlook his journey is filled with mortal obstacles ranging from extremely hazardous 
weather to the Hotel’s supernatural gatekeepers; the topiary hedge animals who come to life, 
break his ribs, and almost rip him to shreds. The American hotel’s deepseated and malicious 
racism is unleashed with increasing intensity as the black man approaches, sending him 
telepathic threats:  
GET OUT OF HERE YOU DIRTY NIGGER THIS IS NONE OF YOUR BUSINESS 
YOU NIGGER TURN AROUND OR WE’LL KILL YOU HANG YOU UP FROM A 
TREE LIMB YOU FUCKING JUNGLEBUNNY COON AND THEN BURN THE 
BODY THAT’S WHAT WE DO WITH NIGGERS SO TURN AROUND RIGHT NOW 
(577). 
 
The above outburst represents an excess of American racial epithets plucked from the nation’s 
archival discursiveness; having the American archive’s exclusion embodied in this baldly 
unsettling way is a potent reminder of the virulence of racism and its long, violent history.  
Once Hallorann does get inside, he is immediately assaulted by the caretaker who strikes 
him on the jaw with a Roque mallet, shattering Hallorann’s dentures and making it harder for 
him to speak. In short, not to belabor the point, he is silenced. Hallorann’s journey allegorically 
dramatizes the very real struggles for inclusion that minoritarian voices have faced, and 
continued to face in the postwar moment The Shining captures. It’s a nice, perhaps rather hokey 
touch that it is Hallorann who saves the day, riding away with Wendy and her child on that 
snowmobile as the hotel is ablaze behind them like a setting sun, but it is symbolically important 
to the network of archival symbolism the novel weaves throughout.  
The attacks upon women, children, and minorities are a visceral representation of the 
damages caused by the hotel’s particular configurations of power, and a reminder of the dirty 
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deeds this monument has had to commit to remain in charge. Put another way, the novel forces 
us to remember those that have been killed or struck into silence and invisibility. Violence and 
its immediate sublimation is dramatized in the scene, also present in the Kubrick film, when Jack 
and Grady have their most extended conversation. When Jack reminds Grady, the old caretaker, 
that he killed his wife and daughters, Grady’s face remains “blankly polite” as he replies, 
speaking for the monument of power: “I don’t have any recollection of that at all” (517). Grady 
goes on to collapse temporalities, as well as the responsibility for any murders onto any and all 
caretakers: “You’re the caretaker, sir. . . You’ve always been the caretaker. I should know, sir. 
I’ve always been here. The same manager hired us both, at the same time” (517). The 
“manager,” we learn, is “The hotel, sir. Surely you realize who hired you, sir” (517). This is, 
again, a rather Foucaultian fantasy of power; where the managing entity, the monument itself and 
its discourse, becomes indistinguishable from its interchangeable functionaries, and caught in a 
cyclical, endless loop of self-justification.  
Provenance and the Warped Reader 
As many seminal archival theorists of the 20th century have carefully underscored since 
the publication of Arrangement and Description of Archives (1898) by the Dutch trio of Muller, 
Feith, and Fruin—known as the Dutch Manual for short—modern archives must be processed by 
following strict adherence to the concepts of original arrangement and provenance.34 In doing so, 
contemporary researchers can both understand the original context in which the materials were 
used, as well as who produced and used them for such designed purposes. Although original 
order does not take much precedence in The Shining—indeed, the Overlook’s papers seem to be 
in a general state of disorder—the issue of provenance is a prime concern of the narrative.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 For more on the Dutch Manual’s pivotal role in establishing “modern archival principles,” see Terry 
Cook, “What is Past is Prologue: A History of Archival Ideas Since 1898, and the Future Paradigm Shift,” 
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Once he’s already been through two thirds of the fateful scrapbook, Torrance notices, 
beneath a clipping recounting a gruesome Mafia-related axe murder that took place in the 1960s: 
“in heavy strokes of a ball-point pen, someone had written: They took his balls along with them” 
(241). Staring “for a long time” at the disturbing sentence inscribed in the scrapbook by an 
unknown hand, Jack wonders, “Whose book was this?” (241). Like a good processing archivist, 
he scours the “little book of memories” for a name, an address, or “even a room number,” but 
“there was nothing” to indicate who may have made it (242). Gaps in the records, missing 
information, unclear origins, anonymous authors; these are all a commonplace reality of archival 
records. As Hallorann says at the end of the novel, there are “things no one can explain” (658). 
On a more basic level, some things also simply never get recorded: “things had been done up at 
the old Overlook that never made the papers” (591-592). As a result, even by following strict 
archival standards of provenance and original order, some things, in the present, shall always 
remain unexplained.  
 In his efforts to learn more about his beloved subject and perhaps elucidate the 
provenance of the scrapbook, Torrance decides to conduct further research at the only other 
repository he can reach: the Sidewinder Public Library. The library scene is filled with valuable 
insights about the nature of what we might call the postwar archival sensibility. This sensibility 
is laden with postmodern suspicion for notions of certain or complete historical knowledge, a 
theme introduced with the recurring mention of “a large bronze statue of a Civil War general 
Jack had never heard of, although he had been something of a Civil War buff in his teenage 
years” (257). The statue of “the anonymous Civil War general” (261) and its location on the 
lawn of the Sidewinder Library act as a reminder of all those historical figures that have slipped 
out of collective memory and most history books. Even an individual important enough to 
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receive the bronze-statue-treatment can go on to endure in anonymity, and rhetorically suggests, 
once again, our dreaded tendency to “Overlook” certain persons and events, especially those 
associated with American slavery and the nation’s violent past in general. Being in front of the 
library, the statue teasingly invites, perhaps challenges, passer-bys to enter as a means of 
historical corrective. At the same time, even those who, like Jack, have already pursued a 
historical interest in the subject were unable to find traces of that particular figure. The catch-22 
of the archive.  
The library’s newspaper files are “kept downstairs,” and so once again Jack is brought to 
the underground for his archival task. Being in a small town’s public library, he faces limited 
resources: there are two local papers, there is another covering the Boulder area (the “Boulder 
Camera”), but there are “[n]o Denver papers at all” (257). From 1965 to the present, the 
newspapers have been “replaced by spools of microfilm” thanks to a federal grant. The added 
detail that, if the money keeps coming, the librarian hopes they can “do 1958 to ’64,” offers a 
glimpse of the curatorial challenges all repositories face and the institutional network upon 
which all libraries depend. Interestingly, King suggestively mentions that the microfilm reader 
“had a lens that had somehow gotten warped” (257). Thus, not only is Jack’s means of looking at 
the past “warped—it literally alters how the past looks for him—but there is a hint that it is the 
“Overlook’s fascinating history” itself—what is being read—that has come to warp and affect 
anyone or anything that seeks to unearth its secrets. Both the novel form—not to mention the 
horror genre—and the archive itself, of course, are “warped” means of reading history.  
The narrative makes it clear that Jack takes a huge psychological nosedive after reading 
about the Overlook’s most recent history—the period not covered in the white leather 
scrapbook—on microfilm. Jack blames the reader for his sudden headache and irritation: “The 
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reader. The damned reader with its distorted print. That was why he had such a cunt of a 
headache” (259). From then on, Jack always suffers, like Michelet, from “the unmistakable 
headache.”35 By characterizing the researcher and his instruments in this way, King questions 
“the purposes of historical knowledge” and, importantly, underscores the “warped” mediation 
“that directs the imagination to conceive the past.”36 All readings of the archive are warped, but 
some archives also warp the reader him/itself. How can this be anything but inevitable when we 
recall that the vagabond quester who “goes to the Archive must always be an unintended reader, 
will always read that which was never intended for his or her eyes.”37 Desperate to learn the 
scrapbook’s true provenance following his library visit, Jack gives a long-distance call to the 
vacationing hotel manager Ullman who asks him the fateful archival question: “And how could 
those old stories possibly affect you anyway?” (265).  
“It’s here somewhere! I will find it!”38  
The excitement, hopes, motivations and challenges that Torrance’s book project 
generates as the novel progresses act as a probing index for any enterprise that seeks to 
narrativize the archive, whether it be a “a work of fiction, or history, or both.” For these reasons, 
we may read in Torrance both the figure of the archival novelist and the archival researcher. As a 
cautionary tale, The Shining is a veritable parody of the “romance of the archive” Suzanne Keen 
outlines in her book on the “postimperial condition” of contemporary British fiction. In these 
romances, “archival questers…unabashedly interpret the past through its material traces,” their 
findings acting as correctives to “postmodern scepticism.”39 That hope, of finding “solid facts, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Steedman, 29.  
36 Suzanne Keen, Romances of the Archive in Contemporary British Fiction (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2001), 4.   
37 Steedman, 75.  
38 King, The Shining, 400.  
39 Keen, 3. Spelled like that in original.  
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incontrovertible evidence, and well-reserved memories of times past,”40 undoubtedly fills 
Torrance—as it fills the literary scholar—at the beginning of his archival journey, but is 
ultimately perverted in countless ways, something that is foreshadowed by the rotting, 
deteriorated state of the Overlook’s papers itself.  
At the beginning, everything and anything seems possible. During his early perusals of 
the hotel’s archive, Torrance is fueled by a noble desire to restore the repository to its former 
glory; he now accepts his role as caretaker: “He promised himself he would take care of the 
place, very good care. It seemed that before today he had never really understood the breadth of 
his responsibility to the Overlook.” Indeed, “[i]t was almost like having a responsibility to 
history,” the narrative tellingly adds (233). Like a novelist who spends his or her career building 
a carefully compiled personal archive—who thus act as caretakers of their own papers—
Torrance stands in the present, but is convinced of the historical importance of maintaining these 
material traces of the past; that conviction here matures into a “responsibility to history.” As an 
extension of this responsibility, Jack becomes even more determined to narrate the Overlook’s 
archive: “Someday there would be a book,” he tells himself, “not the soft and thoughtful thing he 
had first considered, but a gem-hard work of research . . . He would spread it all out for the 
reader like a dissected crayfish” (280). Exposing the bones of history, the “skeletonized form” of 
the archive as Jack Kerouac puts it (see Chapter 4), become his newly refined task of 
narrativization.  
Torrance is an impeccably thorough researcher, opening every box, analyzing every item. 
As his investigation hits a fever pitch, Jack begins to find “odd things tucked in among the 
invoices, bills of lading, receipts. Disquieting things” (314). Finding the unexpected is a 




practically inevitable part of archival research. These can be purely accidental, whether on the 
part of the creator or a momentary carelessness on the part of the archivist, or even simply the 
result of having kept intact the original order of a collection molded by “the idiosyncratic 
subjectivity of the collector who had assembled them.”41 As Steedman puts it, archives are 
“made from selected and consciously chosen documentation from the past and also from the mad 
fragmentations that no one intended to preserve and that just ended up there.”42 Finding Aids 
never quite capture the full sense of what is actually inside those boxes; only actual contact 
reveals actual content; contingency, accident, and serendipity—as well as the most ordinary and 
tedious kinds of confirmation or disappointment—all await.  
Among other items, the misplaced “disquieting things” that Jack finds include a bloody 
cloth, a slashed-up teddy bear, a witchcraft puppet, a poem scrawled on a menu, and a crumpled, 
unfinished and perfumed note. All of these, to Jack our intrepid archival quester, “were like 
pieces in a jigsaw, things that would eventually fit together if he could find the right linking 
pieces. And so he kept looking, jumping and wiping his lips every time the furnace roared into 
life behind him” (315). The reminder that Jack wipes his lips—that he keeps ingesting the 
infected archive—suggests how potential sickness always accompanies the romance of the 
archive; the hope and belief that it can provide the missing link, the final piece that will bring 
everything together, even if it happens to be “improbably tucked between a bundle of natural-gas 
receipts and a bundle of receipts for Vichy water” (315).43 These random, inexplicable findings 
accumulate to become, as Don DeLillo says of his own increasingly unstable archival quester in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Jeremy Braddock, Collecting as Modernist Practice (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012), 
3.  
42 Steedman, 68.   
43 The name Vichy, of course, connotes another atrocious recent part of World War II history. 
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Libra, the “useless clinging facts that keep him awake at night.”44 Jack Torrance embodies both 
the madness of positivism and the collapsing generic boundaries between any and all 
emplotments of the archive; whether you are a novelist, a historian, a literary critic, or a girl with 
a dragon tattoo, the archive can hold its romantic sway over you as it does Torrance, pushing you 
to dig deeper and deeper in the hopes of finding “the right linking pieces.”  
Like many researchers, Torrance wants to both understand his subject and seeks to find 
the element that will make his own creation—his intended book—click. Beyond the sordid acts 
perpetrated in the hotel sketched in the white scrapbook, the Overlook’s archive largely consists 
of administrative, managerial records. There are bills and receipts for everything, out of which, 
like any historian or postcolonial scholar digging into the material traces of governance, 
Torrance tries to better understand the entity that has produced them. A model of thoroughness 
and obsession, Jack even scrutinizes each individual milk receipt. Even though there are “tens of 
thousands all together,” he gives “each one a cursory glance, afraid that by not being thorough he 
might miss exactly the piece of Overlookiana he needed to make the mystic connection that he 
was sure was here somewhere” (325). Torrance seems to know from experience, as does 
Steedman, that “out of the thousand lines of handwriting you decipher, you will perhaps use one 
or two.” This dismal economy can be tolerated because of “the wider passions, of finding it 
(whatever you are searching for), and writing the article or book.”45 “If he could find it,” Jack 
believes, “he would be rewarded with a view of wonders” (326). Even though he is punished 
with a view of horrors instead, Torrance here expresses the (secret) wish behind the archival 
quest.  
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45 Steedman, 29. 
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The power that the archive seems to hold, the promise of wonders it dangles like a carrot 
in front of the idealistic asses we are, reflects the “heightened authority” of archival sources “in 
the global arena since 1945.”46 As Antoinette Burton observes, “the archive (as a trope, but also 
as a ideological and material resource) has acquired a new kind of sacral character in a variety of 
contemporary domains.”47 To a certain extent, this sacralization is self-serving, maintaining as it 
does the “evidentiary elitism of the discipline,” to use Burton’s phrase. Although Burton is 
speaking of History, there is no question that literary criticism is now fully invested in this sacral 
character, hoping to reserve for itself some of that vaunted elitism on the way to a “view of 
wonders.” These dynamics help us understand the seductive pull the archive exerts upon poor 
Jack Torrance. As with so much of The Shining, these forces are literally voiced by the spectral 
characters that have come to life out of the archive.  
In return for Jack’s assistance, the archive teasingly promises him more resources, and 
more of itself: “Certain materials could be put at your disposal, if you wished them.” “You’re a 
true scholar,” spectral Grady adds, flattering Jack’s vanity, and confirming that the latter’s desire 
to dig deeper into the archives is indicative of his “true” scholarly status. The hotel orders 
Torrance to “Pursue the topic to the end. Exhaust all sources” (520). Under the archival spell, 
and despite physical, mental, and domestic deterioration, Jack clings to his hope of finding that 
“mystical connection” till the end, mumbling under his breath, “It’s down in the basement 
somewhere. I’ll find it. They promised me I could look all I want” (630). It is that promise, 
ultimately, that brings on the fever, and keeps us coming back again and again. His son Danny, 
who can also activate the life of the dead archive but who is not afflicted by a narcissistic desire 
to narrativise its contents, wisely tells his father: “Yes, they promise. . . but they lie” (630). In 	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the Writing of History. Ed. Antoinette Burton. (Durham & London: Duke UP, 2005), 5. 
47 Burton, Archive Stories, 5.  
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other words, the archive’s promise is always given, but that may be its only truth. This is yet 
another way in which archives can be “evil,” as thwarted hope, or what I call, in the Coda, the 
“disappointed bridge.”   
If it is thanks to the living human’s intervention that the “dead matter” of the archive 
comes to life, then it only seems logical to accept the fact that any resurrected bits partake of that 
particular human’s “shining.” In other words, as Steedman suggests, the “object (the event, the 
happening, the story from the past) has been altered by the very search for it.”48 Put another way, 
we are not simply being “told” stories through deciphering the archive, but rather we impose 
stories onto it as well. The difficulty inherent in any attempt to narrate a coherent, cohesive 
human story out of the archive—whether in essay or literary form—is that it’s “like trying to 
read emotion into the empty orbs of a skull,” as King puts it (507). There is always a little too 
much of the quester in archival narratives for them to stand as the pure evidence they pretend to 
be.   
 The intimate connection, the life-sharing, that takes place between archive and reader 
reaches a parodic pitch in The Shining. Torrance eventually feels personally targeted by the 
archive, and comes to see himself as its timeless caretaker and ideal reader; he becomes obsessed 
with having been “chosen” by the hotel. As he puts it, the Overlook is comparable to a “large and 
rambling Samuel Johnson,” and Jack believes it has “picked him to be its Boswell” (415). That 
delusion only increases as the novel progresses, until his sense of possession over the archive 
loses all rationality and proportion: “This hotel. . . it’s mine. It’s me they want. Me! Me!” (555). 
The question of whether or not this archive needs to be narrativised and brought to the public is 
no longer a matter of choice, but of destiny: “He would write it for the reason he felt that all 
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literature, fiction and non-fiction, was written: truth comes out, in the end it always comes out. 
He would write it because he felt he had to” (326). 
The hubristic desire to be the chosen recipient of history, the chosen reader of this 
particular archive, is a latent symptom of archive fever. This strange, irrational feeling is an 
extreme of something I believe many researchers experience. In reading documents—especially 
correspondence—meant for recipients long dead or certainly otherwise not meant for you, the 
initial sense of transgression—of reading someone else’s mail—can make way for a narcissist 
sense that you are the document’s “true” intended caretaker. That feeling, I expect (and hope), 
rarely reaches the level of dementia that Torrance experiences, but at its minimal setting, so to 
speak, what we experience is an intimate connection with the past and its inhabitants. The 
emotional impact—the transference of life force—of working in archives is not to be dismissed, 
as it is an important facet of their attraction and their potential humanistic utility. In other words, 
emotionally connecting to the past through the archive need not only lead to evil, sickness, and 
exhaustion, but perhaps—should it awaken our sense of responsibility—to something like 
compassion. One way or the other, it is never free of manipulation, and neither archive nor 
quester is ever the same again. 
The Hotel-Spirit 
 Before Stephen King, there was another American novelist obsessed with the symbolic 
power of the hotel: Henry James. In his early 20th-century travel narrative, The American Scene, 
James describes America as being possessed by what he calls, interestingly enough, “hotel-
spirit.” For James, the hotel-spirit expresses both “a social” and “an aesthetic ideal,” and even 
comes to stand as a “synonym for civilization.” Indeed, James “is verily tempted to ask if the 
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hotel-spirit may not just be the American spirit most seeking and most finding itself.”49 The 
Shining, then, is the hotel-spirit pathologized. Like James’ Waldorf-Astoria or King’s Overlook, 
getting inside—making it into the monument of power—the hotel is a perilous enterprise; “the 
attempt to get at her may cost you your safety, but reminds you at the same time that any good 
American, and even any good inquiring stranger, is supposed willing to risk that boon for her.”50 
Once the “good American” (like Hallorann)—or the industrious “stranger”—has gained 
admittance, then the “amazing hotel-world quickly closes round him; with the process of 
transition reduced to its minimum he is transported to conditions of extraordinary complexity 
and brilliancy, operating—and with proportionate perfection—by laws of their own and 
expressing after their fashion a complete scheme of life.”51 Such a moment, Derrida would say, 
marks an “institutional passage,” where “law and singularity intersect with privilege.”52 As 
James further notes, once you are inside, “you are in the presence of a revelation of the 
possibilities of the hotel.”53 Of course, as The Shining demonstrates, be careful what you wish for 
as those “possibilities” also include death and decay; a slow rotting that may merely confirm 
your new and perpetual irrelevance.  
In the case of novelists, the first movement from the private to the public takes place 
through their novels and other publications, while the second resembles such Derridian 
institutionalization. In other words, when the private collection of a novelist is sold or donated to 
an institutionalized, regulated site such as, to use my case-studies, the Library of Congress, the 
New York Public Library, or the Beinecke Library, and their various branches and sub-divisions, 
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they are granted the possibilities of the hotel: the democratization of discourses. In Archive 
Fever, Derrida further suggests that the “essential criterion” of “[e]ffective democratization lies 
in “the participation in and access to the archive, its constitution, and its interpretation.”54 In 
other words, the guests must ideally also serve as managers and caretakers. As such, a section of 
my project shares an affinity with Jeremy Braddock’s recent work on the modernist collection; 
Braddock defines the modernist collection as “a provisional institution, a mode of public 
engagement modeling future—and often more democratic […]—relationships between audience 
and artwork.”55 In the chapters that follow, I am interested in thinking about the novel’s role in 
this “perpetually provisional”56 democratization; how novelists enter democratic discourse by 
celebrating certain marginal types and institutions, by including neglected artifacts and 
documents, and thus by dramatizing the struggle for historical legibility. 
Although personal archives are clearly not the same as administrative records, they are 
increasingly gaining traction in scholarship, usually under the auspices of their standing as 
“counter-archive” or “alternative-archives” in contra-relation to extant and established sorts of 
repositories. Much like the way oral histories are regarded as potential correctives, supplements, 
and even novel sources of historical knowledge, personal archives are finding their way into 
public scholarship and culture; all residuum is always on the way to being converted. The 
archives of novelists, however, encompass the preserved traces of literary creation at various 
levels of gestation, the proliferation of both personal and professional documents created over 
the course of their lives/careers—accidental and otherwise. They also carry traces of what these 
authors have chosen—even if inadvertently—to collect (print matter, ephemera, realia, etc.), and 
even “defaced” with underlines, doodles, stains, tears, sweat, blood and other proofs of life. Such 	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archives, as I say, hold a particularly elusive and multiplicity of roles and thus straddle the 
private and the public. 
There are two temporalities to keep distinct here: that of novelistic creation, which is 
accompanied by record production and record compiling, and that of the novelist’s archive being 
acquired, processed, and subsequently made available to researchers. The two are interrelated 
and mutually transform one another. Admittedly, even when the tenets of provenance and 
original order have been observed, the processed archive offers only a glimpse of what the first 
entailed in its living form, but it’s all we have (and all we’ll ever have until we no longer have 
anything). This project considers both processes, each chapter a form of micro-history using the 
archive as both theme and method to help me illustrate what may constitute the postwar archival 
sensibility of American novelists. The archive becomes for me a way of thinking about the 
American novel, especially in the aftermath of World War II; of seeing in material form what 
animates, concerns, bothers these authors and informs their novelistic enterprises. In the process, 
my method involves tracing the peculiar literary itineraries, or vagabondage, of certain artifacts 
and documents. Ultimately, my chapters attempt to sketch out, like the Overlook hotel, “an index 
of the whole post-World War II American character.” 
A Jamaican-born vagabond poet whose last novel was being secretly kept by a convicted 
smut peddler; an autodidact from Mississippi who combined word and image to shake his nation 
before his self-imposed exile across the Atlantic; an Oklahoma-born, freight-train hopping 
trumpet player whose first novel was so ahead of its time he could never quite catch up with his 
craft to complete a second; and a French-Canadian football player from New England who 
scribbled masterpieces on the run until his life was ruined by the accumulated debris of success 
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 PROCESSING AMERICA’S BACKLOG 
 
 
“When the archive…seems easily to give access to what one expects of it, the work is all the more 
demanding… It is not simply a matter of undoing something whose meaning is too easy to find; to be able 
to know it, you have to unlearn and not think you know it from a first reading.” 
—Arlette Farge, Le Goût de l’Archive 
 
or, more succinctly, 
 
“You must unlearn what you have learned” 
—Yoda, The Empire Strikes Back 
 
 
Sometime in 1904, when he was halfway through “the heart of New England,”1 the great 
American novelist Henry James lost his way like some 20th-century Dante. Arriving “at a 
parting of the roads,” James happily saw a young man “emerge from a neighboring wood” and 
asked this would-be Virgil for directions. But the man’s “stare was blank,” James tells us, and 
“seeing that he failed to understand me and that he had a dark-eyed “Latin” look, I jumped to the 
inference of his being a French Canadian.”2 Alas, repeating his query in French, then trying it yet 
again in Italian brought “no better effect.” “What are you then?”3 James eventually asked. This 
fateful encounter, and that fateful question, introduces one of the most (in)famous sections of 
James’s late travel narrative, The American Scene (1907); the one concerned with the “ubiquity 
of the alien.”4 “What are you then?” is asked not only of this false French-Canadian (turns out 
he’s Armenian), but rather of “America” itself.  
Coming as it does in the nascent years of the twentieth century, I’ve always regarded The 
American Scene as a kind of vast, complex index for so many of the concerns, anxieties, and 
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challenges that America’s future “story-seekers” will face, and in many ways continue to face. 
James’s attempts to capture the entire American “scene” are overwhelmed by the nation’s sheer 
size and the dizzying variety of peoples that roam upon it. America has become a “monstrous 
organism,” a “miscellaneous monster” that cannot “fit into decent form.”5 The American Scene, 
points to an impossible project of classification; what James calls America’s ever-growing 
“muchness”6 has made capturing the “American character” an increasingly difficult task for its 
scribes: “fed thus by a thousand sources,” the novelist “doesn’t know, he can’t say, before the 
facts […] the facts themselves loom, before the understanding, in too large a mass for a mere 
mouthful.”7 In the face of this overflowing buffet, bursting with “facts,” the novelist must find a 
language—must “fit into decent form”— “the more, the more, and the more to come.”8 James’s 
vision of “the perpetual increase of everything, the growth of the immeasurable muchness that 
shall constitute the deep sea into which the seeker of conclusions must cast his nets,”9 is a vision 
of America as archive.  
Like any archive, it must be processed to become not only useable, but to be known in 
the first place. James’s vagabondage across America acts as an initial survey of the vast, protean 
archive that will require further processing by the generations of “seekers of conclusions” in 
James’s wake. A consequence of the “preponderance of particular forms of the more,”10 among 
the “elements in the cauldron—the cauldron of the “American” character”11—there are “those 
elements that are not elements of swift convertibility.”12 As a result, despite the fact that the 
American archive is geared for processing, there nevertheless arises what James calls the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Ibid., 418, 397, 359.  
6 Ibid., 684. 
7 Ibid., 456. 
8 Ibid., 403, 684.  
9 Ibid., 684. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 456.  
12 Ibid., 458.  
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“obstinate, the unconverted residuum.”13 He goes on to articulate the ideological impetus behind 
his archival vision: 
The country at large, as you cross it in different senses, keeps up its character for you as 
the hugest thinkable organism for successful “assimilation”; but the assimilative force 
itself has the residuum still to count with. The operation of the immense machine, 
identical after all with the total of American life, trembles away into mysteries that are 
beyond our present notation and that reduce us in many a mood to renouncing analysis.14 
 
This “immeasurable muchness” and this “unconverted residuum” are, in my reading, 
suggestively reminiscent of what special collections institutions refer to as “backlog”; as-yet 
unprocessed materials acquired by the library, sitting somewhere within its holdings, lurking in 
the dark, “trembling away into mysteries.” With this project, I would like to propose that the 
particular novelists whose oeuvres I investigate have consciously attended not only to that which 
has been “processed,” so to speak, but also to what remains unconverted and unclassified, in 
order to expand what we consider to be “the total of American life.” Although their work can 
only represent what James later calls a “perpetually provisional”15 totality, these novelists 
challenge the “assimilative force” of the American archive to incorporate more of itself, even 
when—or perhaps especially if—there is resistance on the part of the gatekeepers. 
 Three of the authors in question, Claude McKay, Richard Wright, and Ralph Ellison, 
were hired by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the 1930s, and thus became 
government-funded researchers for the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP). The FWP was tasked, in 
a way, with the symbolic mission of processing much of America’s backlog. In essence, the 
WPA launched a “rediscovery of America” and “aimed to redefine American national identity 
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and culture by embracing the country’s diversity.”16  As Jerrold Hirsch puts it in his Portrait of 
America: A Cultural History of the Federal Writers’ Project: “While the immediate context of 
the FWP is work relief and the cultural issues of the interwar years, national FWP officials 
developed a program that spoke to much larger and long-standing debates over the nature of 
American identity and culture, over the very definition of who was an American, of who the 
American people were.”17 Part of the impetus behind this more inclusive taxonomy was a 
“widespread belief that from this exploration of America might come a renewal of American 
literature.”18 The fourth author in this dissertation, namely that hitch-hiking explorer of 
America’s backroads, Jack Kerouac, picked up the FWP’s slack in the postwar years by 
representing new social types, as well as those that persisted in obscurity—migrant workers, 
junkies, prostitutes, queers, and other “starving hysterical naked” ones “waving genitals and 
manuscripts.”19  
As novelists, McKay, Wright, Ellison, and Kerouac each were at the vanguard of what 
I’m calling the processing of America’s backlog; literature—and art in general—is always at the 
forefront of an evolving national and cultural project. Their mid-century works incorporate a 
more democratized vision of the nation as a means of pointing to its future. My choice of 
novelists is informed by the fact that they have self-consciously willed their novelistic 
enterprises to celebrate and process the marginal, the neglected, that which otherwise gets either 
no record, or a purely negative one. They cast their nets into that unconverted residuum from 
which they themselves spring to reveal vibrant yet invisible elements of American culture and 
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London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 1.  
17 Ibid., 3.   
18 Ibid., 6.  
19 Allen Ginsberg, Howl and Other Poems (San Francisco: City Lights, 1956), 9, 13. 
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identity. And as a literary scholar who narrates the archive for his own essayistic purposes, I 
have turned to these novelists as mentors in method.  
The archival sensibilities of these novelists are both “aesthetic and epistemological,”20 
and my chapters each attempt to tease out the lessons being imparted by tracing how they have 
put the archive into novelistic practice. As I argue, McKay teaches us how to return facticity to 
an earlier state of semantic gestation where, as a clue rather than a fact, material history can be 
(re)interpreted and form the foundation for new meaningful histories. Wright rises as a master of 
immediacy, transforming the cold, hard data of sociology and psychiatry into passionate 
networks meant to forever alter the taxonomies they transcend. Ellison demonstrates an 
unparalleled archival optimism where dated documents, through his Faulknerian vision of the 
past, are laden with a potential future timely significance that his novelistic craft can bring into 
relief. At the same time, he reminds us that what “history’s recorders” do not see may in fact 
hold the key to new forms of salvation for both the individual and the nation. Ellison delves into 
the dynamic vigilantism of comic books to suggest that a personal vision of democracy, even as 
it comes from the periphery, is worth trying again and again. Kerouac artistically combines the 
active and contemplative life, demonstrating both the rewards and dangers of a life lived as 
archivalist enterprise; he shows how to infuse the records we leave behind, even the “rubbish” of 
civilization, with an aesthetic beauty that transfers itself into a more inclusive and appreciative 
vision. His own imaginative processes mimic the archive as techne, his “file cards of the mind” 
are ceaselessly reshuffled into new narrativizations. By exploring the shape of narrative 
beginnings, he further provides an illuminating mnemonic vocabulary to address how the archive 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




may be put into novelistic practice, notably his concept of the “skeletonized form”21 of a 
narrative’s first telling. Ultimately, his efforts to forge a written version of his unique French 
Canadian mother tongue offers an archival gift that may one day allow members of Québec 
diaspora to better understand themselves.  
Amidst a postwar cultural climate of growing conformity, paranoia, estrangement, and 
the increasing elusivity of the subject, my project looks at how novelists turn to archival 
materials to interpret and narrativize history—and caution us against adopting a sacralized 
relation to these materials. The archival practices of creative writers, performed over the course 
of a lifetime, should be recognized as themselves having a sideshadowing function or counter-
agency against the “prevailing prejudices” held by those “configurations of power” whose 
discursivity Foucault carefully unpacks.22 How a novel chooses to be historical is itself an 
argument about history, about preservation, about the archive. What it selects, what it includes 
and excludes, has both political and aesthetic implications; literary archives are formed out of 
processes that involve both historical and poetic motives. Literature is not just a substitute 
archive; it is also a critique of official, historical archives. 
Through their own careful research practices, novelists thus seek to fill in the gaps they 
encounter through fictionality. The historian Carolyn Steedman, however, makes the case that: 
In the Archive, you cannot be shocked at its exclusions, its emptinesses, at what is not 
catalogued, at what was—so the returned call-slip tells you—‘destroyed by enemy action 
during the Second World War’. . . Its condition of being deflects outrage: in its quiet 
folders and bundles is the neatest demonstration of how state power has operated, through 
ledgers and lists and indictments, and what is missing from them.23 
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It may be the unfortunate requirement of history not to be shocked; that the Hegelian “slaughter-
bench of history” can be clinically assessed with the calmness of a surgeon is part and parcel of 
why literature—and the archival sensibilities of novelists—has unique and lasting value. The 
novelist, whether of speculative or historical fiction, must be shocked; it may indeed be that 
modernist “shock” that prompts the twentieth-century novelist to create his or her own personal 
archive. If, as countless historians and theorists of the archive have shown, public archives 
“came into being in order to solidify and memorialize first monarchical and then state 
power”24—in other words, that the archive is a prosthetic that solidifies power—then private 
archives can serve that purpose for the private citizen. I would argue that the literary scholar can 
also benefit from absorbing some of that shock-treatment to the archive. As Daniel Dreiberg puts 
it in this dissertation’s second epigraph, unless the facts we gather in these archives “can be 
imbued with the flash of poetic insight then they remain dull gems; semi-precious stones scarcely 
worth the collecting.”25 
The Archival Turn 
There is an undeniable “archival turn” in contemporary literary criticism. The elasticity 
of the term “archival” represents both a challenge and an opportunity; as an opportunity, it 
allows us to think about history, memory, documentary, record-keeping, and other related 
concerns as part of a cross-disciplinary network that can mutually inform and benefit from each 
other. As a challenge, it threatens to become so diluted a concept as to be practically devoid of 
meaning, and can in fact prevent conversation when disciplines merely speak across each other. 
In this project, although I do turn to more figurative conceptualizations of the “Archive” when 
relevant to a given novelistic practice, I make every effort to ground the archival in its 	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materiality. To that end, each of my chapters integrates evidence from the scattered repositories 
of these authors, thereby merging theme, theory, and method.  
A survey of this current archival criticism reveals some distinct and overlapping 
analytical trends. One branch, spearheaded by Suzanne Keen’s Romances of the Archive, 
investigates the surge of narratives that feature archives at the core of their plots, usually by 
having the protagonists perform archival research in libraries or other repositories—a central 
example would be A.S. Byatt’s Possession, but Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (Spielberg, 
1989) also falls within that category. For Keen, and for the British tradition she examines, 
romances of the archive are often successful; in these, “characters are transformed, wrongs 
righted, disasters averted, villains exposed, crimes solved.”26 On the American side, however, 
success or closure remains persistently elusive. In this dissertation, Jack Kerouac’s Satori in 
Paris, a novella in which Kerouac looks for traces of his ancestry in the holdings of the 
Bibliothèque National de France, is a representative example: although he claims to have 
received a “satori” (a kind of sudden illumination), he repeatedly wonders where and how he 
may have received it, to the point where the reader suspects it may never have taken place at all. 
Indeed, his “research quest,” to use Keen’s phrase, is a complete failure: not only do the 
archivists shoo him out for being a disruptive presence—Kerouac is drunk when he steps into the 
archive, he tries to smoke in the library toilet, and speaks French with a “funny” accent—but the 
materials he seeks have been obliterated by war.  
 In the American postwar tradition, perhaps Don DeLillo’s Libra is the most recognizable 
example of the archive’s failure to provide any kind of closure, producing instead an elaborate 
paranoid conspiracy. Even Nicholas Branch, the CIA’s own archivist who collects, processes, 	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and analyzes all documents and records related to the Kennedy assassination, never “solves” the 
case, never knows the truth. “Some stories never end,” DeLillo states in the opening sentence of 
his introduction to the 2006 re-edition of Libra, and goes on to speak of Branch—itself a name 
that implies being simply a part, a limb of the whole—as the voice that “maintains that facts are 
brittle things. He maintains that the past is changing even as he sits and thinks about it.”27 
Branch’s relation to the past, here expressed by DeLillo years after completing Libra, is a 
compelling articulation of this dissertation’s ideological underpinning. We have accumulation 
without grand narrative, correspondences without clear connections, “the more, the more, and the 
more to come” changing even as I write about it. In the words of Kerouac from within the 
Bibliothèque Nationale, the archive “groan[s] with the accumulated debris of centuries of 
recorded folly.”28  
A related approach to Keen’s considers what Marco Codebò calls “narrating from the 
archive,” a practice “where the narrative stores records, bureaucratic writing informs language, 
and the archive functions as a semiotic frame that structures the text’s context and meaning.”29 
These “archive novels” usually contain an archival theme woven within their plots as well, and 
produce “the same kind of meaning-making operations executed by the records, files, and 
inventories that characterize bureaucratic archives’ practices.”30 Whereas Keen restricts her 
analysis to postwar Britain, Codebò—after a short relevant prehistory—discusses examples from 
both 19th and 20th-century European and American fiction (Manzoni, Balzac, Flaubert, Perec, 
DeLillo). The authors of these archival romances often performed their own behind-the-scenes 
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archival quests in order to craft their narratives, thereby creating layers of archival mise-en-
abîme. 
 Another prominent trend in current criticism is to simply consider literature—usually the 
novel—as an alternative archive to official or “major” history. Fiction thus becomes a historical 
corrective, or supplement, a trove of otherwise-unobtainable sets of historical data that 
nevertheless contain objectivity-gaps resulting from levels of fictionalization.31 When applied to 
20th-century—and especially postwar texts—this branch of criticism usually demonstrates, in 
often illuminating ways, how such historical fiction—or, rather, historiographic metafiction—in 
flaunting its status as speculative, can thus act as a “statement” on historiography and the 
meaning-making processes we impose onto the past. As Suzanne Keen, via Linda Hutcheon, 
observes, such “postmodern novels scrutinize the process of ‘event becoming fact’.”32 A related 
aspect of this kind of criticism tackles those kinds of experiences that never, or rarely, leave a 
“record” behind. Criticism on oral histories and the like feature prominently in such projects. 
Literature thus imposes itself as a counter-archival imaginative documentation allowing such 
“non-events” to become history, reflecting the “historical pluralism” Hayden White aptly 
describes.33 
A fourth trend in archival criticism emerges out of the 19th-century epistolary novel: the 
Archivroman. The term was first applied to describe Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman 
Years, a “novel” composed of a mish-mash of shorter narrative pieces, letters, poetry, aphorisms, 
and so on, creating generic chaos. In other words, the novel form itself seems to be a raw archive 
in disarray, disparate genres not yet arranged but bound together between two covers as a means 	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of stretching novelistic boundaries themselves—in short, novels that have an undeniable 
“archival poetics.”34 The four types just described are rubrics under which scholars are choosing 
to think of the archive and literature together. These are not necessarily exhaustive, but represent 
the chief taxonomic prisms through which archival criticism operates. And they do often overlap, 
reflecting both form and content, to demonstrate how novels “reflect upon history as a mode of 
writing and a pattern of assembly.”35 One of the most interesting features of the above 
contemporary criticism is that literary scholars, historians, and archivists are producing it. 
Although they are rarely working collaboratively—and are in fact often working in isolation for 
separate audiences—a nascent interdisciplinary network is currently emerging.   
At various points, this dissertation builds upon aspects of all these critical approaches, as 
I explore the interplay between the archival and aesthetic sensibilities of twentieth-century 
American novelists. Bringing to bear both my training in literary studies and in archival science, 
I parse the papers of writers who are not typically associated with archival practices—McKay, 
Wright, Ellison, and Kerouac—but who nevertheless created archives that betray a deep and 
distinct engagement with material history. Unlike historians, these mid-century novelists 
gathered and generated documents that became protean artifacts with peculiar novelistic 
itineraries of their own. My title, “Archival Vagabonds,” refers at once to these authors’ 
migratory trajectories, to the artistic liberties they take with their own files, and to the peripatetic 
journeys their own documents have undertaken over the course of their career—the “career of 
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paper,” as Don DeLillo puts it.36 Vagabondage is also a term I deploy to discuss the relation 
between the provenance of a novel and the novel itself as finished product—a method akin to 
what Barbara Foley has dubbed “reading forward.”37 The vagabondage between the novelist’s 
own records and the literary outcome, unveiled through an exposition of provenance, throws into 
relief the generic boundaries of the novel form by highlighting the novelistic craft that took place 
to turn “fact” into “fiction.” Vagabondage becomes the myriad ways in which the archive was 
put into novelistic practice by each author, and incites questions of original order, intellectual 
arrangement, authorial intention, and provenance. 
A core—if not the core—aspect of any sensibility that could be deemed “archival” stems 
from the underlying notion that documents have an afterlife, that they can be put to new uses, 
and form the basis for new interpretive and narrative acts. Once the primary intended purpose of 
a document has been fulfilled and is put aside for posterity, its secondary value—whether in the 
hands of a storyteller or a researcher—can bring new meaning to the documents.38 The future, 
unpredictable itinerary that archival documents take in the hands of novelists—or scholars—is a 
also a large part of what the term “vagabondage” identifies in this dissertation. In that sense, I am 
describing a process akin to what Ann Laura Stoler calls a “mutating assignments of essence” in 
documents.39  
What Stoler is identifying is the changing and multiple nature all archival documents 
have, lose, regain, and adopt, which is also the chief problem that has attended archivists over the 
20th century. What is the nature and role of archival fonds? How archivists have answered that 	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question has determined the kinds of material that are preserved in the first place; as the answer 
has shifted over the course of the century, so have the types and varieties of “things” that become 
included and allowed into the archives. Another meaning of my title, then, is to look upon these 
archival vagabonds as wanderers who have finally stumbled or conned their way inside, their 
own works having assisted in the process of allowing more voices to squeeze through the cracks, 
affecting, infiltrating, and infecting the archive with a Burroughsian word-virus. “We are the 
source,” Burroughs once said.40 We are the fonds. This peripatetic reactivation is featured and 
discussed in all of my chapters. How does the archive alter or complement (or problematize) our 
understanding of their experiments with the novel form? I argue that these mid-century authors 
bridge a fractured century by embodying both the culmination of interwar modernism and the 
implementation of practices more often associated with the postwar turn toward encyclopedic 
narratives. They are on the cusp of the democratic comprehensiveness of modernism(s) and the 
paranoid indeterminacy of postmodernism. 
Private Appraisal Strategies 
In the chapters that follow, I’m interested in analyzing both the archival function novels 
might serve—the way they can stand as alternative, expanded, or even counter-factual sites of 
historical preservation—and the roles novelists have both as archival questers, and as archival 
creators themselves. I explore these authors’ own appraisal strategies and record-creating 
processes, as well as their peculiar research practices, in order to capture what I call their 
“archival sensibility,” and how, in turn, this sensibility informs their novelistic practice. The 
papers novelists amass and create offer ways for them to negotiate civic, social, and national 
estrangement; how and what they chose to document and record in the world around reflects the 
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kind of nation they are helping to redefine, both in the present moment but also for posterity. In 
that sense, part of what “Archival Vagabonds” proposes is that these authors appropriate for 
themselves the strategies usually reserved—and originally conceived—for imperial governance.  
Although she is speaking exclusively of colonial archives in Along the Archival Grain—
the Dutch colonial archives to be more specific—Ann Laura Stoler is particularly adept at 
discussing the ways in which the documents produced by administrative archives continue to 
have varied uses even after “the moment of their making has passed.”41 In Stoler’s words, these 
archives represent “an arsenal of sorts” that could be “reactivated,” at a moment’s notice, “to suit 
new governing strategies.” She goes on to spell out this “career of paper”: “Documents honed in 
the pursuit of prior issues could be requisitioned to write new histories, could be reclassified for 
new initiatives, could be renewed to fortify security measures against what were perceived as 
new assaults on imperial sovereignty and its moralizing claims.”42 What we have here is a 
portrait of discourse control, of governance, rooted in its materiality. But it can also describe—in 
an admittedly radically different context—how novelists make use of the documents they create 
and gather for subversive ends or simply in the pursuit of their craft.  
Novelists perform an alternative, parallel function of “appraisal”— the “process of 
determining whether documentary materials have sufficient value to warrant acquisition”—that 
serves to “save” or preserve what is as-yet deemed “unimportant” by an archival institution. To 
be sure, other practices can serve an analogous function—like say, collecting or scrapbooking—
but the novelist who is also a record-creator is already thinking differently about posterity. The 
novelist as archivist is in dialectical tension with his own time’s ruling ideology, but is also 
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redeploying his/her archive into novelistic practice, which then begins to affect social mores as 
an unseen force “active in the shaping of events” to quote Ellison.43  
My first chapter on Claude McKay’s final novel, Amiable with Big Teeth, describes how 
the archive McKay gathered in writing the non-fiction Harlem: Negro Metropolis was 
subsequently redeployed in the service of a new history. Through McKay’s craft, the new 
narrativization of the archive took the form of a roman-à-clef, one motivated by a new 
empowering initiative to “fortify security measures” against what McKay perceived as the 
assaults of the Comintern upon the African American community. A novelist’s papers are not 
bound by the autotelicism of systems of governance; they have no one to answer to in regards to 
the choices being made; what makes it in, what is brought into the fold(ers), is up to the creator. 
In this sense, we can look to literary archives as an extension of their creative output; perhaps as 
the architecture of their literary creations, or, to again borrow Kerouac’s term, the archive is the 
“skeletonized form” of their oeuvres.  
In the dissertation that follows, I hope to stress the affinities between novelistic and 
scholarly practices. I explore two different approaches to transforming the dull gems of history 
into emplotted storylines, whether these be fictional or critical. A consequence of archival 
emplotment is that drastically different stories can and do emerge out of the same materials. My 
second and third chapters rhetorically dramatize this phenomenon. Both chapters more or less 
hover around a single psychiatric institution in Harlem called the Lafargue Clinic, a facility that 
was written about by both Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison. The latter’s essay on the clinic, 
“Harlem is Nowhere,” is pivotal to both chapters, yet for entirely different reasons. Ellison’s 
multiple drafts, notes, print matter, and ephemera regarding Lafargue are now housed in Box 100 	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of his papers at the Library of Congress, and both chapters two and three emerge out of that 
fateful box. In fact, chapter two imposed itself onto the dissertation during research. In an 
example of the serendipity that informs archival research, as I was digging through Ellison’s 
papers for material on comic books for what became the third chapter—photographic materials 
began to accumulate and required further investigation. 
In chapter two, I emphasize the little-known fact that “Harlem is Nowhere” was 
originally meant to be a photo-essay written by Ellison and accompanied by photographs from 
Gordon Parks. This history took on greater importance once it was juxtaposed to the fact that 
Richard Wright had already published, in 1946, his own photo-essay on the same Lafargue 
Clinic. The chapter thus became a means of comparing and contrasting the postwar aesthetics of 
both novelists through an analysis of the ways in which they tackled the same journalistic task: 
creating a photo-essay on the exact same institution. In chapter three, however, I concentrated on 
the fact that the Lafargue Clinic was founded and directed by Dr. Fredric Wertham, the man who 
almost brought down the entire American comic book industry in the 1950s by claiming that 
comics were responsible for most cases of juvenile delinquency in the country. Box 100 then 
became an opportunity to trace the genesis of Ellison’s essay on the clinic and his relation to 
Wertham and American comics. From this skeletonized state, I traced the recurrent and 
fascinating uses of that cheap artifact, the comic book, in his early fiction and in his masterpiece, 
Invisible Man. In other words, out of the same archive, out of the same box, the scholarship I 
establish is emplotted into two distinct stories. Although I have chosen to show how these 
distinct stories are related, they do not necessarily mutually imply one another.  
In the wider scheme of my project, chapter two became a laboratory in which to test what 
might be the differences between a mere documentary impulse and a bona fide archival 
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sensibility. Of course the two are related: one practically never encounters a definition of the 
archive without recourse to the word “document” or “documentary.” Does the documentary 
simply add up to or transform into the archive, over time? Is every engagement with documents 
and material texts necessarily “archival” as well? Can a documentary project evolve into an 
archival one? I argue that photography—that emblem of documentary truth—is a ripe site for 
posing such questions, and for distinguishing the approaches of Wright and Ellison. As I explain 
in chapter two, the temporality of documentary deployment is crucial to differentiating between 
the two categories; while the documentary is tied to the immediacy of journalistic practice, the 
archival involves a belatedness that collapses multiple temporalities in an ever-unfolding present. 
It seems to me that to be of an archival character, the sensibility must be inflected with a belief in 
the past as essential to the present moment, and to posterity; it must be future-directed yet 
grounded in a singular present whose essence or texture it tries to capture in one of its forms. As 
Derrida proposes, “the archive affirms the past, present, and future; it preserves the records of the 
past and it embodies the promise of the present to the future.”44 When put in the hands of 
novelists, then, we could say that the archive is a state of hibernation in an Ellisonian sense; it is 
a “covert preparation for a more overt action.”45  
In further having recourse to archival evidence to complement my larger claims, my third 
chapter goes on to tap into the archive’s—admittedly imperfect—ability to recuperate forgotten 
pieces of history, even allowing certain events to finally become history. Chapter three 
approaches comics as a limit case of such a revisionist trend. While in my previous two chapters 
I directly investigated how the archival sensibilities of McKay, Wright, and Ellison led to 
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distinctive novelistic practices—especially in terms of how these relate to politicization and 
documentation in their aesthetics—here I turn my attention to tracing the use of a particular 
popular artifact in Ellison’s oeuvre. By uncovering the previously unnoticed impact of comics on 
Ellison’s aesthetic, I enact the recuperative potentiality of the archive to uncover “a lost set of 
links among documents, figures, and traditions”46 while remaining faithful to Ellison’s “own 
complex sense of the present.”47 By inscribing these neglected vestiges of radical culture “in” the 
narrative, the novel acts as a necessary destabilizer of official history.  
Rhetorically, tracing the comic-book allusions in Invisible Man in the context of their 
previous invisibility in scholarship underscores how certain ephemeral aspects of American life 
resist easy conversion into an “official” archive—that “unconverted residuum”—even as the 
novelist nevertheless “gropes” to incorporate them into his tale. In an interview from 1977, 
Ellison articulates a practice common to the other authors in this project: during his formative 
years in the late 1930s and 1940s, Ellison strained to “make connections between [his] own 
background and the world of ideas, connections that [he] hadn’t been taught in college but which 
I felt to exist.” Ellison characterizes these connective attempts as “groping,”48 and confesses to 
using “anything that suggests ideas for handling narrative” because he’s “never been squeamish 
about using whatever there is to use.”49 Ellison here captures a certain postwar, vagabond 
archival sensibility that “grabs” or gropes for any “idea or concept that seems useful.”50  
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 All such private appraisal strategies are employed as a balm against what Don DeLillo 
calls the “tremendous bruising force of history.”51 For Jack Kerouac, as I discuss in chapter four, 
this balm is applied over the course of a lifetime dedicated to recording the “history of myself,” 
as he puts it. In what may be my most counter-intuitive case study, I turn to Kerouac’s oeuvre as 
a unique case of the literary deployment of the archival. Although Kerouac’s famed 
“spontaneous poetics” forbade revisions, his archive reveals the extent to which he revised, 
rewrote, and re-remembered the same source material. Kerouac carefully documented his own 
life, creating charts of the individuals he met, noting when he met them, where, and how many 
times. This archival mania is evident in his Visions of Cody (finished 1952, published 1972), 
which recounts the same events as On the Road (1957), but includes ornate details, a drawing, 
letters, and transcripts of recordings absent from the more famous novel. I frame this chapter 
with Kerouac’s own archive story, the novella Satori in Paris (1966), which chronicles his 
feverish visits to French archives in an effort to trace his Québécois origins.  
When Kerouac was growing up in New England, peoples of French Canadian descent 
were attempting to rally together according to the tenets of what they called survivance, which 
named “the set of practices designed to maintain cultural identity, especially with regard to the 
continued use of the French language.”52 I would like to suggest that Kerouac’s archival practice 
is inseparably tied to such a notion of survivance. Indeed, the archival sensibilities of all my 
authors are accentuated by a similar impetus of survival and distinction. As I explain in chapter 
one, McKay’s Negro Writers Guild was one such survivance attempt; and we might say that the 
WPA was a way to show all the pockets of survivance at play in the nation. My chosen authors 
thus share a belief in the archive, in the accumulation, collection, and construction of historical 	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records, as a means of negotiating cultural, ethnic, national, and linguistic estrangement. This 
impulse, which informs the inception of their literary and intellectual projects, infuses their 
works with a past that embraces its responsibility to the communal future.  
“The room of documents, the room of theories and dreams.”53 
For Steedman, “nothing starts in the Archive, nothing, ever at all, though things certainly 
end up there.”54 Steedman here articulates the reductive blindness of extreme Aristotelianism; as 
a historian, she forgets the force of thought-inception that can occur in the novelist’s or 
researcher’s mind through his or her encounter with the Archive. New ideas, new theories and 
dreams can begin in the archive, something Steedman’s beloved Michelet demonstrates over and 
over. Yet even if we were to agree that nothing ever starts in the archive, we should then also 
admit that it never ends there either. Yes, they can “end up” there, but ending up is a different 
sort of finality. Steedman herself clarifies that “You find nothing in the Archive but stories 
caught half way through: the middle of things; discontinuities.”55 And yet, that is what one 
encounters in life itself, and this is part of the archive’s allure; that its discontinuities unite us in 
our incompleteness, binds us to “foreign” peoples and locales, and confirms our blurry sense of 
true commencement or ultimate finality. As Antoinette Burton puts it—another kind of 
historian—because of the “dizzying possibilities of archives old and new, history is never over 
but renews itself through a variety of new interpretive frameworks.”56One such framework is the 
literary.  
Although I have turned to novelists, historians, and philosophers to inform my critical 
methodology, my approach has also been guided by contemporary archival theory, notably the 
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current “postcustodial” concept of provenance, which marks a shift from “product-focused” to 
“process-focused” arrangement. Steedman, perhaps unwittingly, also points to this new shift 
when she states that our interrogations of the past “have to be less concerned with History as 
stuff . . . than as process, as ideation, imagining and remembering.”57 This procedural and 
conceptual shift has been spearheaded by many leading modern archivists in their efforts to 
improve appraisal and arrangement methods. The move from content to process allows for a 
redefinition of what an “archival fonds” can be (or “is”); chiefly, it can accommodate more 
contemporary kinds of data-systems such as those that are born digital.  
The problem of defining the archival is not simply one that plagues literary critics, 
historians, or philosophers; archivists have been doing the grunt work on the front lines of 
archival practice. As Terry Cook, one of the leading contemporary archivists, reminds us, “the 
problem of identifying the essential describable unit of archives has long been an issue in 
modern archival theory.”58 In archival parlance, “fonds d’archives has been designated as the 
theoretical foundation on which to build the descriptive systems.”59 Historically, “the central 
difficulty in conceptualizing the fonds, let alone in practically applying it to descriptive or 
appraisal practice, rests on a central contradiction in archival theory”60; that contradiction, boiled 
down, is to conceive of the fonds as “stuff” or “process.” In other words, “[i]t is the tension 
between a function, a process, a dynamic activity on the one hand, and a concrete product, an 
artifact, a record on the other.”61 Fundamentally, then, the “fonds” is the “product of both 
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creation (provenance) and arrangement (original order), as an embodiment likewise of both a 
logical and a physical reality.”62 
 Provenance and original order—the dictums of modern archival practice since the Dutch 
Manual—are the founding principles upon which the archive can stand as the “evidential 
paradigm” par excellence, as Carlo Ginzburg puts it.63 Adhering to both allows archivists to not 
only “preserve the organic nature of archives as evidence of transactions,” but also—and this 
second point is of chief importance to my project—to retain traces of “the transactional processes 
by which that actual creation took place.”64 In Cook’s words, collections that have benefitted 
from such a respect des fonds can thus be regarded “as the organic emanation of a records 
creator”65; they are a “living creation.” Creatorship itself must be conceived as “a fluid process of 
manipulating information from many sources in a myriad of ways, rather than an action leading 
to a static, fixed physical product.”66 Current archival practices now regard the fonds as “a 
conjunction of the creator’s functions and activities on the one hand and, on the other hand, of 
the records and information systems—the actual products—which proceed from those functions 
and activities.”67 As a result, archival description needs to focus on “metadata,” and “thus on 
preserving the contextual processes whereby data or entity or object relationships can be 
understood by the archivist and re-created for the researcher.”68 “These developments,” Cook 
adds, “signal that the custodial era is giving way to a post-custodial one,” where understanding 
the dynamics involved in the creation of discrete records takes precedence over “the resulting 
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records.”69 In the past, archivists had unfortunately “been pulling apart in archives what was once 
in the creator’s office an organic and conceptual whole,”70 and had thus unrecognizably distorted 
provenance. 
Such a conception of archival practice has greatly influenced the course of this 
dissertation. As a result, this project is itself an in-depth exploration of the “contextual 
processes” involved in the creation of postwar literature, and can thus become a companion to 
archivists who will be tasked with processing future literary archives. Over the course of the 
project, I use the term provenance in senses that can extend its initial significance within archival 
science, yet always with an eye toward that originary usage. My varied deployment of the 
concept in the Kerouac chapter stands as both an exemplar and, I hope, a productively 
provocative exploitation of the notion of provenance in the context of novelistic practice.  
Arrangement is itself an interpretive act on the part of the archivist; if and when the 
personal archive of a given literary figure already had an arrangement of its own, then that in 
itself becomes an interpretable text; the archive is a kind of collage open to decipherization. By 
maintaining the creator’s original arrangement—and indicating that this is the case in the Finding 
Aid—archivists safeguard otherwise-unknowable aspects of literary figures. Through the 
postcustodial fidelity of provenance, traces of agency and appraisal practices of the author are 
preserved. But most importantly, only those archivists trained in literary methods and history 
will be most able to maintain such a post-custodial fidelity to the creative processes that went 
into creating literary archives. The archive, in this sense, should not be looked at or thought of as 
a stable, fixed repository, but rather a dynamic, ever-shifting city whose arrangement largely 
depends on our own—as readers, creative writers, scholars—psychogeographic mapping. We 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




must be ready to let the fonds’s infrastructure alter its own nature accordingly; after all, the 
archive is not simply a site of static preservation, but rather of protean metamorphosis. 
As a result of my dual role as literary scholar and archivist, it is my belief that literary 
scholars can, and perhaps should, go on to play a more important role in the appraisal and 
processing of records related to their areas of expertise and interests. As Cook makes clear, it is 
incumbent upon the modern archivist to have “a clear understanding of the nature, scope and 
authority of the creator of the records involved and of the records-creating process.”71 The 
evidential power—the raison d’être of archives—to be gleaned from the papers of creators 
involved in business of literature and art—from authors, to publishers, to booksellers—can thus 
only be increased by the close involvement of related professionals at the archival processing 
level. Put another way, training literary scholars in archival and library science or, alternatively, 
training archivists in literary criticism and methods, would mutually benefit each profession in 
ways that are congruent with the changes each side is facing and will continue to face.    
Historically, most curators in charge of repositories have been trained as historians.72 
Although this is a logical background for an archivist, the kinds of training and intellectual 
formation given to historians are distinct from the sensibilities honed through the study of 
literature.73 These differences have inevitably affected the ways in which collections have been 
appraised—both in terms of which were selected as worthy of preservation, and in terms of how 
they are internally policed—over the course of the twentieth-century. In a general sense, simply 
by increasing the numbers of archivists trained in literature, literature should gain greater traction 
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in helping to define a nation’s culture at large, it would increase its role in the future-directed 
democratizing process that underpins archival ideology.  
What I most want to convey are the ground-level potential benefits of the involvement of 
literary scholars in archival processes. Having had the chance to learn archival processing 
methods through an internship in Columbia’s Rare Book and Manuscript Library, I can 
personally attest to the benefits of putting literary scholars in charge of processing collections 
related to any aspects of book history. I need not look any further than the personal experience I 
had discovering Amiable with Big Teeth, a previously unknown novel by Claude McKay that 
was waiting in the papers of the publisher Samuel Roth. My relation to the archive and literature 
on display in this dissertation has been forged in large part by this experience and the intensive 
research that ensued to authenticate the novel. As a means of capping this dissertation, my Coda 
presents the story of this novel’s discovery and represents my attempt to “bridge” the two worlds 












“Building up the Lij”: The Case of Claude McKay’s Last Novel 
 
“Put everything in it, yourself and everything else”  
– Max Eastman to Claude McKay1 
 
Ever since James Joyce’s famous claim that Ulysses would “give a picture of Dublin so 
complete that if the city suddenly disappeared from the earth it could be reconstructed out of my 
book,”2 much of 20th-century literature has been concerned with the recuperative preservation of 
experience. The modernist motto “make it new,” it would seem, conceals an implicit “make it 
last.” Joyce’s encyclopedic approach to literature has enjoyed a wide influence, notably on the 
Jamaican-born American poet, Claude McKay, who stayed in Paris shortly after Ulysses was 
published in 1922. In his autobiography, A Long Way From Home (1937), McKay acknowledges 
Joyce as “le maître among the moderns” yet considers Ulysses to be “greater as a textbook for 
modern writers than as a novel for the general public.” In Ulysses, McKay finds “the sum of two 
thousand years” woven into “the ultimate pattern,”3 and in a letter to Max Eastman calls Joyce “a 
Don Quixote of contemporary literature,” part of a few “crusading revolutionists against the dead 
weight of formal respectability under which modern literature is buried.”4 While McKay—who 
fought his fair share of windmills over the years—certainly had other contemporary modernist 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Max Eastman, letter to McKay, April 20, 1941, Box 3, Folder 69, Claude McKay Collection. Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. Eastman is writing about McKay’s 
progress on Amiable With Big Teeth, his last novel. 
2 Joyce quoted in Frank Budgen, James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses (London: Oxford UP, 1972), 69. 
The conversation took place in Zurich, 1918. 
3 Claude McKay, A Long Way From Home. 1937. (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2007), 190. From now on, 
ALWFH. 
4 McKay, letter to Max Eastman, April 25, 1932. Collected in Wayne F. Cooper, The Passion of Claude 
McKay: Selected Poetry and Prose, 1912-1948. Ed. by Wayne F. Cooper (New York: Schocken Books, 1973), 151. 
From now on, PCM. In this letter, McKay also vociferates against the other “ultra modernists,” those “unintelligible 
poets and prosateurs” who, for him, “really lack that high mental equipment that makes for clarity of expression of a 
high order.” T.S. Eliot is his example.  
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influences (most notably D.H. Lawrence and Ernest Hemingway5), his privileged relation to 
Ulysses as a “textbook” manifests itself in McKay’s novelistic attempts to maintain a similar 
Joycean archival fidelity. As his biographer Wayne Cooper has underscored, McKay’s depiction 
of the vieux port in his second novel, Banjo (1929), “was thorough, unsparing, and accurate,” 
and in light of the Marseilles quarter’s complete destruction during World War II, “McKay’s 
description of its congested alleyways, dark habitations, seedy bars, and sinister denizens has 
become for some French a classic evocation of the quarter as it was between the wars.”6 Thus, 
the ability to “give a picture so complete” that the reader could “reconstruct” what has 
“disappeared” directly associates twentieth-century literature with other forms of preservation, 
most notably the archive. 
This holistic preservationist strain within modernism evinces an insatiable archival 
sensibility that seeks to accumulate, process, and conserve experience. Such an archival 
sensibility affected McKay’s writing career at the height of the Harlem Renaissance—
manifesting itself largely in his issues with plot7—and continued to be a challenge for McKay as 
he set out to write what would turn out to be his last novel, the as yet unpublished and recently 
discovered Amiable with Big Teeth (written 1941).8 The present chapter moves beyond the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 See ALWFH, 190-194. Notably, he staunchly rejects Gertrude Stein at numerous points in his 
autobiography, and dismisses “Melanctha” as a “brief American paraphrase of Esther Waters than a story of Negro 
life” (191).  
6 Wayne F. Cooper, Claude McKay: Rebel Sojourner in the Harlem Renaissance, a Biography (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1987), 255. See also Brent Hayes Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: 
Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black Internationalism (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2003), 189.  
7 McKay repeatedly laments this aspect of literary craft. In a typical statement from ALWFH, he confesses: 
“I was sure about what I wanted to write, but I wasn’t so sure about the form” (198). In the 1920s, he tells Frank 
Harris that his “difficulty was devising a plot” (206). Harris tells him not to “worry about the plot” and concentrate 
on a “central idea.” Famously, the subtitle for his second novel, Banjo, is “a story without a plot.” For the 
implications between “plotlessness” and the practice of diaspora, see Edwards. McKay also reveals that he “read a 
lot of fiction and made a summary of any interesting plots” (ALWFH 209) in his efforts to find adequate models, but 
also admitted in a 1934 letter to his friend Max Eastman: “I know that I am nothing to get enthusiastic about as a 
plot spinner” (Collected in PCM 197).  
8 In 2009 I discovered the complete typescript of Amiable with Big Teeth, including corrections in McKay's 
hand, in the Samuel Roth Papers at Columbia University’s Rare Book and Manuscript Library. The novel has since 
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authentication process that was undertaken after its initial discovery to provide the first sustained 
literary reading of Amiable. I build upon Marilyn Booth’s approach to nineteenth-century 
“fictional narrative as an alternative site of archival imagining,” but in order to read McKay’s 
twentieth-century novel as a work that is “disruptive of assumptions about material “truths,”9 or 
what Ann Laura Stoler terms “epistemic uncertainties.”10 Stoler seeks to follow “the career of 
paper”—as Don DeLillo defines archives11—from its inception up to the ossified grid of “major” 
history, paying close attention to the detours it has taken along the way. Although my work lies 
outside the strict context of colonial records that Stoler describes, I am similarly interested in 
following the vagabond itineraries of documents, in this case those McKay gathered and wielded 
for his own literary purposes. 
“Because imagining what might be was as important as knowing what was”12 for McKay, 
he fashioned Amiable as a roman à clef, a genre dedicated to the embedding of socio-historical 
facts but one that nevertheless resists the tyranny of “actual” history. In that sense, I read “along 
the archival grain” only to better highlight the ways in which the “minor” history McKay crafts 
runs against the grain as a means of disrupting the power dynamics threatening black autonomy. 
Ostensibly about the complex world-historical dynamics involved in the emergence of the “Aid-
To-Ethiopia” organizations in Harlem during the Italo-Abyssinian crisis—which stimulated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
been successfully authenticated. The bound typescript’s unexpected location in the papers of Samuel Roth, the man 
who was accused of “pirating” Joyce’s Ulysses in the late 1920s in his Two Worlds journals, also suggestively links 
McKay’s fate to that of Joycean modernism. 
9 Marilyn Booth uses these terms to explain the agenda behind Zaynab Fawwaz’s nineteenth-century 
historical fiction in her essay, “Fiction’s Imaginative Archive and the Newspaper’s Local Scandals: The Case of 
Nineteenth-Century Egypt.” From Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions, and the Writing of History. Ed. Antoinette 
Burton (Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2005), 275, 277. 
10 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 1.  
11 Don DeLillo, Libra [1988] (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 15.  
12 Stoler, 21.  
60 
	  
“new racial solidarity”13—Amiable is McKay’s most realized literary expression of his desire for 
greater group unity among African Americans. McKay’s archival sensibility is shaped by his 
ideals of black self-reliance, rather than by a strict adherence to historical truth. In this respect, 
the political, imaginative, and archival are, for him, intertwined.   
When McKay returned to the United States in 1934, after twelve years abroad in 
Germany, France, Spain, and North Africa, he confronted a changed nation that was just as broke 
as he was. Following the decline of the “New Negro” movement, McKay wrote his memoir, A 
Long Way from Home, and an unsparing work of non-fiction, Harlem: Negro Metropolis (1940). 
But during this time he also wrote essays for various publications including, among others, The 
Nation, New Leader, Opportunity, Amsterdam News. He additionally tried to found a new 
magazine called Bambara,14 and almost took over the editorship, with Countee Cullen, of The 
African: A Journal of African Affairs. With the recent discovery of Amiable with Big Teeth, we 
now know he also wrote and completed a novel in this period, tapping into the same archive of 
events and facts as the one he used in his journalistic pieces. The latter work irrevocably revises 
existing narratives of the evolution of the Harlem Renaissance, extending its reach into the 
Second World War, and provides an occasion to reassess late McKay’s goals as a socially-
responsible novelist. With its unique archival history, Amiable further reinforces the importance 
of the relation between archival and aesthetic practices in his oeuvre. Critical accounts of late 
McKay have largely concentrated on his fervent anti-Communism, his Catholic turn, his 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Negroes of New York (an informal social history), Chapter XIX, “I, too, Sing America,” p.1. Reel 4, 
Writers’ Program, New York City: Negroes of New York collection, 1936-1941. Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture, NYPL (from now on, WPN). 
14 In his proposed plan for the magazine, McKay explains that “The BAMBARA is one of the great tribes 
of the African Soudan, and celebrated for the unique organization of its community life and its high standard of 
artistic expression in music, the dance and picturesque ceremonial masks.” (“Ways and Means Committee for a New 
Negro Magazine,” Box 4, folder 108, Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke 
Rare Book and Manuscript Library). Even his choice of magazine title is informed by his desire for fostering greater 
communal spirit among Aframericans. 
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queerness, or his inability to get his Cycle poems published, but encountering him through the 
archive revises our understanding of his entire corpus. McKay, having outgrown his status as 
“enfant terrible of the Harlem Renaissance,”15 turns to the novel form to reprocess the archive he 
gathered in writing his “party-bashing Baedeker Harlem: Negro Metropolis.”16 The resulting 
roman-à-clef underscores the singularity of his mature aesthetic principles and his trajectory as a 
transnational novelist. 
McKay’s literary imagining of the archive preserves a watershed moment in African 
American diasporic history in a way that a purely documentary account could not. Just as McKay 
had preserved Marseilles’ vieux port in Banjo through accurate yet-fictional depiction, Amiable 
with Big Teeth transports the reader back to a tumultuous time when Harlem’s streets stirred with 
fervor for Ethiopia’s cause. The novel becomes the final key to McKay’s Joycean 
“reconstruction” of a lost time and place, but also presents an ambivalent engagement with the 
necessary “fabrication” that fiction entails. As his final published works, biography, research 
notes, correspondence, and work in the Federal Writers Project (FWP) make clear, McKay was 
occupied—from the moment he set foot back in Harlem in 1934 until his passing in 1948—with 
a quest to foster “a group spirit and strong group organization” among “Aframericans.”17  
The uneven plot and factual inaccuracies of Amiable are guided by McKay’s didactic 
motive to share the unique perspective of his years abroad, erudition, and experiences with the 
Comintern in a way that would empower his community. As Cooper puts it, McKay returned 
from North Africa “convinced that American blacks had much to learn from studying, as he had 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Alain Locke, “Spiritual Truant,” New Challenge, II (Fall, 1937), 81–85. 
16 William J. Maxwell, New Negro, Old Left: African-American Writing and Communism Between the 
Wars (New York: Columbia UP, 1999), 3.  
17 ALWFH, 267.  
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done, the lives of minority groups in Europe and North Africa.”18 The joint failure of 
international communism and rise of fascism in Europe now posed an immediate threat to what 
McKay considered an overly credulous African American minority lacking in leadership. Amidst 
these looming dangers and lack of cohesive group life, “McKay feared that blacks lagged behind 
in comprehending the international forces that threatened them.”19 His sense of urgency in 
transmitting this knowledge is manifest in the variety of genres he resorted to in attempting to 
communicate his fears and solutions; A Long Way From Home (memoir), Harlem: Negro 
Metropolis (non-fiction), and Amiable with Big Teeth (a novel). By combining and falsifying 
characteristics of historical figures, fudging exact dates, playing with official documents, and 
manipulating other “facts,” McKay’s archival sensibility is guided by his late aesthetic 
principles. McKay demonstrates how novels can outperform the archive’s forensic task to tell 
“the story of a past event that remains otherwise unknown and unexplained,”20 by not only 
transporting the reader back to a forgotten moment in time, but by making that literary world the 
repository of an author’s political ideals.   
II 
 
I am vividly interested in your characters, and that’s the main thing. 
- Max Eastman to Claude McKay21 
 
Claude McKay’s Amiable With Big Teeth: A Novel of the Love Affair Between the 
Communists and the Poor Black Sheep of Harlem22 is a satiric yet sentimental novel of political 
intrigue, imposture, and romance. Since it has not yet been made available to wide readership, a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Cooper, Claude McKay, 306. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ronald R. Thomas, Detective Fiction and the Rise of Forensic Science (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1999), 4.  
21 Max Eastman, letter to McKay, April 20, 1941, Box 3, Folder 69, Claude McKay Collection. Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library.  
22 Unpublished typescript from 1941. Box 29, Folders 7-8. The Samuel Roth Papers. Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library. Columbia University. (The typescript’s page numbers are used in this chapter).  
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short summary of the narrative is in order. Given its unruly unfolding and large number of 
characters, the novel can be said to have a “plot” mostly insofar as it follows the secret plotting 
of the antagonist, Maxim Tasan. “Like a great army of crabs all crawling on the same level,” 
McKay writes, “there are many unusual personalities in Harlem.”23 Indeed, the story constellates 
a complex, international cast of such unusual players without ever leaving the streets of Harlem. 
Set in 1936, Amiable takes place during the months of Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia, in what 
became known as the “Italo-Abyssianian crisis,” immersing the reader in the concerns, anxieties, 
hopes and dreams characterizing that moment when the “tides of Italy’s war in Ethiopia had 
swept up out of Africa and across the Atlantic to beat against the shores of America and 
strangely to agitate the unheroic existence of Aframericans” (26). McKay stages the battle over 
Harlem’s—and America’s—soul by weaving together tales of thwarted romances, elaborate 
hoaxes, loyalty and betrayal against a backdrop of international turmoil and Communist 
influence. As a result of this often hyperbolic, polemical and melodramatic narrative, the 
financial and ideological battles being fought in Harlem become a microcosm of the global 
political scene. On several occasions, the novel compares the status of Aframericans—McKay’s 
term for African Americans—as a minority in the United States with the plight of Jews in Nazi 
Germany.  
The novel opens with a grand cavalcade up Seventh Avenue in honor of the newly 
arrived Ethiopian envoy sent by Emperor Haile Selassie, the young Lij Tekla Alamaya. Many 
prominent members of Harlem’s intelligentsia have rallied around the young Ethiopian prince in 
an effort to raise funds for the besieged African nation. Among the Harlem notables present at 
the rally is Pablo Peixota, chairman of the Hands To Ethiopia organization and former boss in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Amiable With Big Teeth, 102. From now on, AWBT. 
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the numbers game underworld. Stealing the show at the rally is the extravagantly dressed and 
headstrong leader of the Senegambians, Professor Koazhy. Though uninvited, Koazhy’s panache 
and respected status among Harlemites proves to be instrumental in igniting the crowd’s 
enthusiasm for the Ethiopian cause and his intervention results in doubling the profits. The 
power to sway Harlemites in a given direction, due to what McKay calls “the credulity of the 
Aframerican masses,”24 becomes one of the novel’s foundational stakes on both a thematic and 
metatextual level.  
Indeed, as the narrative unfolds, it becomes clear that many rival organizations are 
seeking to fill their own pockets by abusing this “credulity.” The main antagonist to Peixota’s 
grass-roots Hands To Ethiopia is the White Friends of Ethiopia led by the deceitful and 
mysterious Maxim Tasan. While many among the members of the Hands To Ethiopia suspect 
that Tasan may not have the best interest of Harlemites in mind, his actual role as secret agent for 
the Communist International is only confirmed in the latter half of the story. Tasan is covertly 
attempting to disrupt black pro-Ethiopian activism by using the White Friends of Ethiopia as a 
front in order to better brainwash “the poor black sheep of Harlem” into joining the Popular 
Front and giving away their hard-earned funds.  
After the opening rally, McKay introduces the domestic reality and interpersonal 
relations existing between these players. Lij Alamaya has his headquarters inside the home of 
Pablo Peixota on 138th Street, where he begins a love affair with Seraphine, Peixota’s beautiful 
but flighty stepdaughter. Although Alamaya prefers Peixota’s politically-neutral operation, 
Hands To Ethiopia, Tasan’s White Friends of Ethiopia seems to command greater influence, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 AWBT, 26. In his article on the 1935 Harlem riot, McKay had already stated that the “population [of 
Harlem] is gullible to an extreme. And apparently the people are exploited so flagrantly because they invite and take 
it. It is their gullibility that gives Harlem so much of its charm, its air of insouciance and gaiety. But the façade of 
the Harlem masses’ happy-go-lucky and hand-to-mouth existence has been badly broken by the Depression” 
(“Harlem Runs Wild,” Nation, vol. 140, April 3, 1935. Collected in PCM, 240). 
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tapping as it does into the resources of the Popular Front. Without yet suspecting the 
reprehensible intentions of the Communists at this early point in the novel, Lij Alamaya is 
introduced—at a party given in his honor—to Tasan, the man with the “strange accent” (50) and 
unknowable nationality. This racially-mixed occasion also brings together a group of Jewish 
refugees from Nazi Germany—some of the first to arrive—and demure Gloria Kendall, who 
catches the Ethiopian’s eye despite his growing romance with Seraphine. Tasan, having cornered 
the envoy with the help of his black acolyte Newton Castle, tries to convince Alamaya to force 
Dorsey Flagg, a suspected Trotskyite, to step down from his post as executive member of the 
Hands To Ethiopia. At an unidentified point during the evening, the Lij’s official Imperial letter 
is stolen, a fact Alamaya only realizes once it’s too late.25 The theft of the Imperial letter sets off 
a chain of events that radically alters the destiny of the characters’ lives. Alamaya’s status as 
official envoy is also made precarious by the subsequent announcement that Emperor Haile 
Selassie has never sent an emissary to America. Without the Imperial letter to support their 
defense of Lij Alamaya, Peixota’s and his Hands To Ethiopia organization are publicly 
discredited, opening the door for Tasan’s White Friends of Ethiopia to take over as chief 
organization serving the cause of Ethiopia.  
Even though Peixota and the Lij suspect Tasan may be behind the Emperor’s “statement” 
and the theft of the letter, the two men must sever ties in order for Alamaya to continue his work. 
Thus forced to relocate to the White Friends of Ethiopia and distance himself from the Peixota 
family, Alamaya consequently abandons his budding romance with Seraphine. In turn, the young 
woman is crushed by what she perceives as Alamaya’s and her parents’ cruelty in keeping them 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 In his autobiography, McKay recounts how a friend of his nicknamed “Bull-frog” used to steal other 
people’s letters during social occasions or through hotel front-desks in order to find compromising information on 
them (see ALWFH, 222). 
 
26 McKay, letter to Simon Williamson, May 29, 1941. Claude McKay Papers (Additions), Box 1, Folder 2. 
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apart and, impulsively, moves out and goes to work for the Interlink, a subsidiary of the Popular 
Front secretly managed by Maxim Tasan. Under Tasan’s influence—in a plot-twist worthy of 
Henry James—Seraphine is coerced into suddenly marrying a white dolt and Communist pawn 
named Augustus “Dandy” Nordling, sealing her unhappy fate.  
Meanwile, Dorsey Flagg, a character whose temperament and misunderstood reputation 
among Communists most closely resembles McKay’s own, becomes the new chairman of the 
Hands To Ethiopia once Peixota is forced to step down. Despite attempts by Flagg and Professor 
Koazhy to prevent Tasan from extending his monopoly over the Aid to Ethiopia cause, the latter 
seems to have completely won. With the aid of Newton Castle and other prominent Harlemites, 
Tasan successfully extends his influence within the community through an elaborate hoax: he 
turns the Harlemite Gloria Kendall—first introduced at the party scene—into Ethiopian Princess 
Benebe Zarihana. The poor Lij has no other alternative than playing along and acting as 
Ethiopian advisor to Kendall’s trainer and costume designers. Yet Tasan, seemingly still 
unsatisfied by his victory, continues to punish and undermine those who tried to oppose him by 
having Dorsey Flagg fired from his teaching post, and Professor Koazhy evicted from his home.  
Suddenly, simultaneous events abroad shake the Harlem world: Ethiopia falls, the 
Emperor himself is captured by Italian troops, and the Spanish Civil War erupts. The Comintern 
orders Tasan to finish up with Harlem in order to dispatch him to the Spanish Republic, but 
wanting to cash in one more time on the “credulity” of Harlem’s black sheep, Tasan rechristens 
his organization the “Friends of Ethiopia-and-Spain” and decides to stage a farewell party in the 
form of a “glorified modernized version of an authentic African pastime” (303). In consultation 
with Diup Wuluff, a native West African, Tasan chooses to put together a “leopard dance” as it 
is performed by the Society of African Leopard Men. His choice of ceremony rests on the fact 
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that, during the African ritualistic dance, a victim is slain as a sacrifice for the good of the 
community; he intends to get rid of Professor Koazhy once and for all. The latter, since his 
unjust eviction, has been covertly mobilizing all his energies and influence toward sabotaging 
Tasan’s fraudulent fundraising efforts. Unbeknownst to Tasan, however, Diup Wuluf happens to 
be a leading member of Koazhy’s own Senegambians! Thus the plotter is outplotted by Koazhy, 
and Tasan is caught in his own trap, murdered by the “leopard men” he himself had hired. As for 
poor Tekla Alamaya, who now no longer has a native country to return to, he is offered a job by 




I want to dovetail the Fascist conquest of Ethiopia into it, but I need to be certain about the facts. 
- Claude McKay to Simon Williamson26 
 
The major historical events wedged between the Ethiopian crisis and the Spanish Civil 
War provide McKay with a rich tapestry onto which he can fictionalize his political agenda 
while reminding his audience of “the transnational contours of black expression between the 
world wars.”27 When McKay returned from North Africa—five years after the market crash of 
1929 and the so-called “end” of the Harlem Renaissance—he was bursting with potential writing 
projects but devoid of a source of steady income. Given the fact that McKay had been abroad 
both during and after Harlem was “in vogue,” any staunch periodization of the Renaissance—
what Lawrence Jackson calls its “truncated chronology”28—continues to be misleading in 
relation to McKay’s career. After all, like Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston, McKay 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 McKay, letter to Simon Williamson, May 29, 1941. Claude McKay Papers (Additions), Box 1, Folder 2. 
Manuscripts, Archives and Rare Books Division. Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL. 
27 Edwards, 3. 
28 Lawrence P. Jackson, The Indignant Generation: A Narrative History of African American Writers and 
Critics, 1934-1960 (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton UP, 2011), 18. Jackson’s impressive treatise traces African 
American writing following the “formal end of the Renaissance” as a continuous evolution, not as a radical break. 
The works of Sterling Brown, Gerald Early, and Brent Edwards, among others, have also stressed this approach.  
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continued to produce major prose works throughout the 1930s. But the disappearance of the old 
circuits of Renaissance patronage during the Depression did lead McKay to seek assistance from 
institutions that would prove instrumental to African American writing in years to come, namely 
the FWP, the Julius Rosenwald Fund, and the Guggenheim Foundation.  
Back on U.S. soil, McKay’s mind teemed with plans for crafting a new novel out of his 
vagabond experiences, but wavered when it came to how best communicate that knowledge. In 
his advertisement for Bambara, his intended new literary magazine, McKay wanted contributors 
to uphold three main standards: 
SINCERITY OF PURPOSE 
FRESHNESS AND KEENNESS OF PERCEPTION 
ADEQUATE FORM OF EXPRESSION29 
 
These are also the standards he imposed upon himself in composing his final works, with the 
third clearly giving him the most trouble. Shortly after his plans for Bambara fell apart, he 
applied for a grant from the Julius Rosenwald Fund in 1935, and explained in his application —
to director Edwin R. Embree—that he “had originally planned a fictional version of his years 
abroad,”30 but now felt that a straightforward autobiographical account would suffice. In reality, 
his fictional project was merely postponed by the completion of what became A Long Way From 
Home and, after his years working for the FWP, the writing of Harlem: Negro Metropolis. As a 
result, Amiable bears the fruits of both his transnational reflections and his diligent research on 
Harlem.  
He never really abandoned the idea of doing a novel: in his 1937 application for a 
Guggenheim fellowship, he explains that the scholarly work he’s been doing is too time-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 From “For a Negro Magazine,” Box 1, folder 6, Claude McKay Papers (Additions), Folder 1, Schomburg 
Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL. Cooper indicates that this text was circulated in the summer of 1934, 
PCM 201-203. 
30 McKay quoted in Cooper, Claude McKay, 307.  
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consuming to let him “complete a new novel of the Negro section of Harlem.” “I should like to 
give up to devote my time to a creative novel of Harlem life,” he states, “[b]ut at present I am 
employed in research and rewriting on the Harlem section of the Federal Guide Book.”31 To his 
recommender Lewis Gannet he confessed: “I crave to get away from the enervating atmosphere 
of the Federal Writers’ Project […] and plunge into” the new novel, though he did admit that it 
was largely thanks to his work at the FWP that he had already “piled up a lot of material for a 
new story.”32 Although the particular novel he had in mind, in 1937, was likely the unfinished 
Harlem Glory,33 this same material would eventually make its way into the complete Amiable. 
Despite McKay’s wish to “get away” from the FWP work, the latter clearly inspired his idea for 
a literary project, suggesting how closely intertwined were McKay’s archival and novelistic 
practices. 
 His agenda thus never deviated from the one he had outlined to Embree in his 1935 grant 
proposal: McKay wished to set down his “views as to what an intelligent American Negro may 
gain from travelling, how he may use his experiences in perspective to see and understand more 
clearly and broadly the social and cultural position of the American Negro and also in adjusting 
himself to American life.”34 While his autobiography and non-fiction do convey some of the 
richness of his experiences, Amiable stands as his most mature expression of this sentiment. 
After all, as Cooper asserts, McKay’s “first objective had always been to experience life directly 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 “Plan of Work” Guggenheim Application, Sept. 9, 1937, Box 4, folder 115, Claude McKay Collection. 
Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
32 McKay to Lewis Gannet, Sept. 18, 1937. Lewis Gannett Papers (MS Am 1888-Am 1888.4). Houghton 
Library, Harvard University. 
33 Scholars have suggested that Harlem Glory, an incomplete “novel” published posthumously in 1990, was 
written while McKay was researching for Harlem: Negro Metropolis because it contains thinly veiled portraits of 
Father Divine and Sufi Abdul Hamid, both of whom feature prominently in HNM.  However, letters in McKay’s 
papers to his then-agent Laurence Roberts firmly attest that Harlem Glory was written in or around 1936-1937, not 
later, thus while some themes and people do overlap, it was written before McKay really amped up his research for 
HNM and as part of the FWP. 
34 McKay, letter to Edwin R. Embree, April 30, 1935. Julius Rosenwald Fund archives (microfilm). 
Amistad Research Center at Tulane University, New Orleans, Louisiana. 
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in order to communicate the truth of his experience in his art.”35 Yet while he claimed the artistic 
calling trumped any other—political or otherwise—his art nevertheless required tremendous 
amounts of research. 
McKay is clear about his allegiance to the artistic over the political, explaining his 
position in ALWFH: “in any work of art my natural reaction was more for its intrinsic beauty 
than for its social significance . . . my social sentiments were strong, definite and radical, but . . . 
I kept them separate from my esthetic emotions, for the two were different and should not be 
mixed up.”36 These sentiments are what had set him apart from his Communist colleagues during 
his days on The Liberator, especially modernist-basher Michael Gold.37 Unlike Gold, McKay felt 
that “there were bad and mediocre, and good and great, literature and art, and that the class labels 
were incidental,” but he could “not be convinced of a proletarian, or a bourgeois, or any special 
literature or art.” He granted the possibility of a “proletarian period of literature,” but firmly 
believed that “whenever literature and art are good and great they leap over narrow group 
barriers and periods to make a universal appeal.”38  
Yet by the time he wrote Amiable in 1941, McKay seems to have forced his aesthetic 
hand to adopt a more “mixed” approach, even though he may be reluctant to admit it. In a letter 
to Max Eastman discussing his progress on Amiable, McKay confesses that his arduous archival 
research has affected his novelistic practice: 
I took your advice (half-way) and spent a month, not two, pottering with the plot, 
characters and aim of the novel. And it has worked out a little differently from the first 
draft I showed you. The main thing is that it has some politics in it and we had thought it 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Cooper, Claude McKay, 317. 
36 ALWFH, 85. See also 111. 
37 First published in The New Masses, Gold penned an article entitled, “Gertrude Stein: A Literary Idiot,” 
and in his “Proletarian Realism,” called Marcel Proust the “master-masturbator of the bourgeois literature.” The 
Stein piece is reprinted in Change the World! (New York: International Publishers, 1936), p. 29. The comment on 
Proust is from Mike Gold: A Literary Anthology. Ed. Michael Folsom. (New York: International Publishers, 1972), 
206.  
38 ALWFH, 111. 
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expedient to keep politics out. But after building up the Lij into a really sympathetic 
character (albeit weak) and consulting notes and newspaper stories of the period (early 
1936) in which the tale begins, I discovered that it was impossible to keep politics out, for 
the Aid to Ethiopia was the jumping-off of the Popular Front movement in the United 
States. Of course, I am keeping the political stuff in its proper place, so that it may not be 
a handicap to the straight tale.39   
 
After spending time on problems of plot and characters, McKay admits that his own research 
notes and clippings40 have made it “impossible to keep politics out” of the novel. So while he 
may still feel that matters of “social significance” must be “kept separate from [his] esthetic 
emotions” rather than “mixed up,” this segregation, so to speak, of radical politics and aesthetic 
sense proves untenable in his late, post-FWP novelistic practice; an aesthetic potentiality 
awakened by his archival sensibility. In other words, by the time he was honing his novelistic 
skills with Amiable, the “distilled poetry of [his] experience”41 was wedded to a form of literary 
archiving that served both his role as social activist and artist. But how had his archival work 
come to so powerfully alter McKay’s novelistic practice?42 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 McKay, letter to Max Eastman, 29 March 1941, Eastman mss. 1892-1968, Lilly Library Manuscript 
Collections, Indiana University. 
40 See, for instance, McKay’s notebook in Box 11, folder 338, CMC. It is filled with dates, names, quotes, 
and other factual details, of subjects discussed throughout HNM such as Marcus Garvey, Father Divine, Faithful 
Mary, Sufi Adbul Hamid, Willis Huggins, Caspar Holstein, Jews, Communists, Ethiopia, etc. A listing of the titles 
of the Subject Files series in his papers at the Beinecke also shows the range of his research notes and interests. 
41 ALWFH, 270. 
42 There is also a definite correlation between proximity to events and places and McKay’s relation to 
politics in his art. “I had done my best Harlem stuff when I was abroad,” he says in his autobiography, because he 
was  “seeing it from a long perspective” (ALWFH 247). Yet unlike his previous prose works, AWBT was begun in 
Harlem until McKay insisted on going away up in Maine for six months to write in peace. He wrote to Catherine 
Latimer: “I like it up here in an old, really ancient, farm in a little village 12 miles distance from the nearest town, 
which has only 2500 inhabitants.” (Feb. 19, 1941, Box 1, folder 2, General Correspondence N-Z, Schomburg Center 
Records, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL). McKay appears to have a conflicting 
relationship to the geographical and temporal distance in his writing. In a December 3, 1934 letter to Max Eastman, 
he is under the impression that “the vividness of Home to Harlem was due to my being removed just the right 
distance from the scene.” He continues: “Doing Banjo I was too close to it. Banana Bottom was a lazy dream, the 
images becoming blurred from overdoing long-distance photography.” As Brent Edwards underscores, McKay had 
also turned to the photographic metaphor in an earlier piece, “A Negro Writer to His Critics.” There, McKay feels 
that he “may have sinned in my book Banjo by being too photographic, too much under the fetid atmosphere of the 
bottoms of Marseilles” (from New York Herald-Tribune Books, March 6, 1932. Collected in PCM, 132-139. See 
also Brent Edwards, p. 189). Perhaps his shorter distance—spatially and temporally—from Harlem in composing 
AWBT contributed to McKay’s sense that it was now impossible to keep politics out. 
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 The truth is McKay had been consistently moving toward deploying his abilities as a 
creative writer in the service of his political convictions. McKay’s articles from the late 1930s 
and early 1940s—the period that informs both Harlem: Negro Metropolis and Amiable—provide 
a glimpse into his evolving notions on this issue. In distancing himself from George S. 
Schuyler’s sloppy journalism, McKay declares: “I believe that the approach of the writer and 
artist to social problems is radically different from the approach of the politician,”43 a statement 
that nevertheless acknowledges that writers and artists do engage with social problems. Two 
years later in the New Leader, McKay pithily encapsulates his new ideology: “When creative 
writers become politically-minded, they owe it to the public to dig down to the facts and interpret 
them.”44 McKay feels this way because “the public expects more from [creative writers] than 
from ordinary politicians.”45 McKay is hinting that a creative writer with enough archival savvy 
might represent an alternative or extra-ordinary kind of “politician.”46 McKay continues, 
attacking the Communist-led League of American Writers: “instead of promoting scientific 
social enquiry and research, the League of American Writers prefers to vilify and silence those 
who adhere to such principles of free inquiry.”47 Here, the freedom to have an independent 
politics is the province of the artist, and it is also what the creative writer “owes” to the reading 
public.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 “McKay Says Schuyler is Writing Nonsense,” New York Amsterdam News (November 20, 1937), 12. 
Collected in PCM, 253-257. 
44 “Where the News Ends,” New Leader (June 10, 1939), p.8. Collected in PCM, 229-232 
45 Ibid. 
46 Late in life, when he was ill and isolated in Chicago, McKay abandoned notions of writing about 
contemporary events. As a result, McKay was accused by “some people in New York” that he was “a coward to turn 
[his] back on politics.” Hearing these accusations, McKay told Eastman: “really it is silly for I have never been a 
political writer; I never claimed to be one” (Letter to Max Eastman, August 28, 1946. Collected in PCM 310-312). 
While both HNM and AWBT seem to prove him wrong, McKay nevertheless maintained this apolitical belief about 
himself. His later years did see him rely on his status as “poet” as he tried to get his Selected Poems back into print, 
stubbornly determined to give his final allegiance to aesthetics over the political.  
47 “Where the News Ends,” PCM 232. 
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Historically, McKay had been diligent about researching “facts” throughout his career, 
stressing the importance of first-hand experience in his reportage and documenting. In HNM he 
reveals giving “much of my time to acquiring information about the trade union movement” 
during his 1919 stay in Great Britain.48 When he returned to Germany in 1923, he was warned 
beforehand that the Germans were now badly mistreating blacks, but McKay, as always, “wanted 
to authenticate that. . . sentiment for myself.”49 Prior to writing his second novel, Banjo, he 
recalls promising a Senegalese friend named Senghor that he would one day “write the truth 
about the Negroes in Marseilles,”50 and he did remember his documentary commitment when he 
began writing Banjo some years later. But it was his stint with the Federal Writers’ Project, 
beginning in 1936, that allowed McKay to truly hone his research skills, a faculty he not only felt 
was necessary, but that he also enjoyed. In a letter to Arthur Schomburg, McKay notes: “I am 
working all day every day,” both at home and “at the big library digging things up.”51 To Orrick 
Johns around the same time: “I like that research work, and I have been privileged to suggest the 
items I like to work on.”52 Crucially, McKay admits in HNM that he “preferred” doing the 
“special research work” asked of the FWP Negro group “because the facts we unearthed were of 
intrinsic value to those of us who were writing about Negro life in our off-project time.”53 As a 
result of his diligent research, McKay became a fearsome investigative journalist, publishing 
incendiary articles and editorials in the late 1930s—these laid the groundwork for what 
eventually became HNM. He was proud of his archeological excavations of facts—his ability to 
“dig down to the facts and interpret them”—even though he was forced to defend himself 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 HNM, 216. 
49 ALWFH, 184. 
50 Ibid., 214 
51 McKay, letter to Arthur Schomburg. Quoted in Cooper, Claude McKay, 313. 
52 McKay, letter to Orrick Johns. Ibid., 314.  
53 HNM, 240. 
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publicly when some of his anti-Communist articles and those on the Labor situation in Harlem 
began to be criticized by other black intellectuals.  
Notably, both Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. and George Schuyler attacked McKay for his 
article “Labor Steps Out in Harlem,” published in the Nation in 1937.54 They claimed that he had 
either made up or exaggerated many of his statements and, in an echo of the criticism he later 
received for HNM, considered his plea for black autonomy as a form of segregation. In response, 
McKay composed two distinct rejoinders in the Amsterdam News where, in both cases, he 
defends his status as an independent thinker based on the accuracy of his facts. To Powell, he 
retorts that the latter “marshals no facts to refute the statements contained in [his] article,”55 and 
in his reply to Schuyler he underscores that “[t]here has been no challenge of the facts 
marshalled [sic] in my article. I got them straight before I wrote.”56 “I stand by my article,” 
McKay concluded, because he was confident in his archival practices. In fact, his reply to 
Schuyler contains a short-order archival tour de force; he shows off his research skills—itself a 
form of reprimand and victory over Schuyler the investigative journalist—by deciding “to 
consult the Schuyler dossier.”57 He reads all the pieces written by Schuyler in his regular column 
in the Pittsburgh Courier since the beginning of the decade and is “amazed to discover that 
almost every important point in my radio debate had been advocated much more forcibly by 
George Schuyler himself a few years ago.” McKay then proceeds to quote extensively from 
Schuyler to show how “Schuyler’s inept attempt to slander [McKay] merely discredits himself.” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 McKay, “Labor Steps Out In Harlem,” Nation, vol. 145 (October 16, 1937), 399–402. Rpt. in PCM, 243–
249. 
55 “Claude McKay Versus Powell,” New York Amsterdam News (November 6, 1937), 4. Reprinted in 
PCM, 250-252. 
56 “McKay Says Schuyler is Writing Nonsense,” New York Amsterdam News (November 20, 1937), 12. 
Reprinted in PCM, 253-257.  
57 Ibid., 255. 
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He is thus able to turn the table on Schuyler by exposing him as the “falsifier of the truth.”58 This 
use of the archive as defensive tactic—where careful research unearths evidence that can protect 
you—learned during this public debate with Powell and Schuyler, is later dramatized in both 
HNM and Amiable. 
While some reviewers of Harlem: Negro Metropolis felt the book was not always 
objective, McKay declared it a pure “examination of the facts.”59 He sent numerous letters to 
experts on various matters, covering important questions dealt with in HNM to double-check his 
information,60 McKay subsequently received high praise for his abilities as a researcher from 
prominent figures; Zora Neale Hurston applauded McKay’s knowledge in her Common Ground 
review; Grace Nail Johnson, James Weldon’s recent widow, admired McKay’s “fact-finding 
study” and its “fool-proof comprehension,” adding that the “Negro needs this study 
tremendously.”61 A. Philip Randolph also thought the book “brilliant, penetrating, and 
constructive,” and echoed McKay’s convictions regarding black self-reliance.62 John Dewey, for 
his part, thought it “a model for all studies of its kind,” and felt that it had “enough detailed 
information presenting hard solid work to justify half a dozen Ph.D. degrees.” In a statement that 
nicely encapsulates the essence of McKay’s late archival aesthetic, Dewey concludes his letter 
by expressing how impressed he was with McKay’s ability, in HNM, to combine “both the eye of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 Ibid., 255-257. The two men had apparently reconciled by 1940 as McKay names Schuyler as one of 
“excellent types” of black Harlem intellectuals (see HNM, 218). 
59 HNM, 199. See also p.203, where he explains visiting the Sufi’s offices “to get some facts.” 
60 See, for example, his letter to Catherine Latimer about librarians and the history of the Schomburg 
Collection (June 24, 1940, Box 1, folder 3, “Reference Correspondence, 1928-1948, A-W.” Schomburg Center 
Records, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL). Another good example is his letter to Judge 
James S. Watson about Harlem political elections (May 2, 1940, Box 12, Folder 9, “Claude McKay, 1938, 1940, 
1942, n.d.” James S. Watson Papers. Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL). 
61 Grace Nail Johnson to McKay, Oct. 22, 1940, Box 4, folder 121, Claude McKay Collection. Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
62 Randolph writes: “As I see it, the Negroes have a fight to wage for themselves, of themselves, and by 
themselves. I believe it is necessary for Negroes to develop a movement with no white people in it whatsoever. This 
does not mean that Negroes will not accept cooperation from white groups that agree to the policy of an all-Negro 
movement.” Letter to McKay, April 4, 1941. Box 6, folder 173. Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of 
American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
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a poet + the equipment of a scholar.”63 Indeed, McKay had become such an adept scholar that he 
repeatedly sought employment with the Office of Facts and Figures in 1941, after the publication 
of AWBT fell through.64  
But McKay wasn’t only after factual exactitude in his journalistic articles or in HNM; he 
was also diligent about accuracy in crafting Amiable. In the final months of writing the novel, 
McKay sent a letter to Simon Williamson, his former FWP colleague and reliable source of 
information on the Ethiopian situation, asking him to confirm “whether the Spanish Civil War 
broke in June or July of 1936.” “I want to dovetail the Fascist conquest of Ethiopia into it,” he 
explains, “but I need to be certain about the facts.”65 McKay’s reliance on Williamson for factual 
exactitude is reminiscent of Joyce’s own repeated requests, to his “Dear Aunt Josephine,” for 
various details about Dublin while writing Ulysses. In the acknowledgements to HNM, McKay 
thanks Williamson for having “generously made available his considerable collection of Negro 
material, consisting of pamphlets, excerpts from various articles and newspaper cuttings.”66  
Thanks to helpers like Williamson, access to the growing FWP archive, and his own field 
work in and around Harlem, McKay was able to investigate the community life of Harlem with a 
level of thoroughness that had been historically impossible beforehand, and to thus obtain 
sketches of contemporary Harlem notables such as Father Divine, Chappy Gardner, Hubert 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 John Dewey to McKay, Nov. 29, 1940. Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of American 
Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
64 See McKay to Archibald MacLeish, Dec. 18, 1941. Box 5, folder 144, Claude McKay Collection. Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. By 1945, McKay was also 
compiling thick reports for Rev. Bernard J. Sheil that consisted of transcribed articles on different topics such as 
Politics, Minority Problem, Labor, Religion, The Negro. Two of these reports are in Box 9 of the Claude McKay 
Collection. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
65 McKay, letter to Simon Williamson, May 29, 1941, Claude McKay Papers (Additions), Box 1, Folder 2, 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL. For those wondering, it was July 1936.  
66 Claude McKay, Harlem: Negro Metropolis. 1940 E.P. Dutton. (New York: A Harvest Book Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1968), vii.  
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Fauntleroy Julian and Sufi Adbul Hamid, among others.67 This investigative research also 
allowed him to study the presence of the Popular Front among African American organizations, 
leading him to mobilize his energies into promoting autonomous black solidarity. While much of 
this information eventually made its way into HNM, the research and these facts animate the 
backdrop for the melodrama of Amiable, as I show in the next section.68 His archival sensibility 
is in fact intimately tied to McKay’s desire for greater group unity among Aframericans, as his 
wish to form an all-black Negro Writers’ Guild suggests.69 In his 1937 “Circular Letter for the 
Creation of a Negro Writers Guild,” McKay stresses the need for “Negro writers to draw closer 
together in mutual fellowship.” Such a group, McKay continues, “would be beneficial to all our 
writers and especially to those younger and potential ones who may look to the older for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 See, for instance, McKay’s notebook in Box 11, folder 338, Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection 
of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. It is filled with dates, names, quotes, and 
other observations on subjects discussed throughout HNM such as Garvey, Father Divine, Faithful Mary, Sufi Adbul 
Hamid, Huggins, Holstein, Jews, Communists, Ethiopia, etc. A listing of the titles of the Subject Files series in his 
papers at the Beinecke already shows the range of his research notes and interests: Economics, France, Germany and 
Nazis, Health and Medicine, Jews and Judaism, Labor, Literature, Middle East, North Africa, Politics, Race, 
Religion, Russia, Spain and Spanish Civil War. In the “Miscellaneous” folder, clippings range from strange 
domestic issues such as old men marrying pre-adolescent girls, shark attacks, Louise Bryant, Charlie Chaplin, 
Communism and, crucially, Ethiopians after the fall of Ethiopia, as well as a short piece entitled: “Idle Writers Get 
Jobs Analyzing History.” See Box 17, Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke 
Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
68 The sheer range of topics and depth of research included in the pieces written by the FWP members is 
impressive and represents a breathtakingly varied resource. For example, in an “Unidentified” piece in the FWP 
papers, there is a detailed history of the migration of Negroes to the U.S., notably to New York (all boroughs). The 
study includes censor figures, facts, dates, and thus shares much of the same information as the first chapter to 
McKay’s Harlem: Negro Metropolis (Box 1, folder 22, Federal Writers' Project Negro Group Papers. Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library). See also Writers’ Program, New 
York City: Negroes of New York collection, 1936-1941. Manuscripts, Archives and Rare Books Division. 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL. 
69 His idea for a Negro Writers’ Guild was first formulated, in a letter to his mentor James Weldon Johnson, 
as something like a proto-Oprah’s Book Club: 
Aframerican Book of the Month Club, which would campaign to sell more books to the Negro public. 
Different groups are making use of that means, why not ourselves? It would not necessarily promote a book 
by a Negro writer or a book about Negroes, but any worthwhile book selected by the Negro elite and 
specially recommended to Negro readers. I feel pretty certain that the Negro public would buy better books, 
and more books by Negro authors, if special efforts were made to sell to them.” 
He adds that a “catalogue” should be created, and also, intriguingly, suggests that “there is a possibility that the 
magazine idea of Romare Bearden could eventually develop out of it.” McKay to James Weldon Johnson, January 9, 
1937, Box 13, folder 309, James Weldon Johnson and Grace Nail Johnson Papers. Yale Collection of American 
Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
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inspiration,” and would allow Negro intellectuals to explore the “universal aspect of group 
culture.” In a striking comparison, he adds: “We think that it is possible to establish through 
intellectual fellowship something like a living counterpart of the unparalleled Schomburg 
collection of Negro books in the domain of scholarship.”70 McKay’s wish for the Guild, then, is 
for nothing less than a living archive. 
When the Guild fell through due to too much in-fighting, McKay still gravitated toward 
using the literary as a politicizing and culturally-enriching means. By 1938, McKay and Countee 
Cullen had agreed to take over the editorship of The African: A Journal of African Affairs with 
the intention of renaming it, tellingly, The African: A Journal of Literary and Social Progress. In 
a letter to James Weldon Johnson asking him to be one of two “Honorary Editors”—the other 
was to be W.E.B. Du Bois—McKay explains that the journal is to be “an organ of group 
culture.” The May-June issue announced their subsequent editorship of the journal, but the 
venture never took place. Though it is difficult to ascertain exactly why the project was 
abandoned, it is clear that disagreement over the new focus of the journal—from the baldly 
political to the socio-literary—lies at the root. A letter to McKay from Cullen, who was in Paris 
at the time, suggests as much: “I am very anxious to know what finally transpired in connection 
with The African. It was a great disappointment to me that we could not make a go of it, but it 
was impossible to work with such narrow-minded people. They were interested in propaganda 
only.”71 Now that both collaborative endeavors of the Negro Writers’ Guild and the editorship of 
The African had failed—just as his 1934 effort to create the Bambara magazine had 
floundered—McKay had to find yet another solution. He first wrote the non-fictional Harlem: 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 Claude McKay, “Circular Letter For The Creation of a Negro Writers’ Guild,” October 23, 1937. Box 4, 
folder 108. Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library. Reprinted in PCM, 233-234. My italics. 
71 Cullen to McKay, July 24, 1938. Box 2, folder 53, Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of 
American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
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Negro Metropolis to expose, with facts and figures, the reality of black life as he saw it. Yet once 
McKay perceived the “conspiracy of silence”72 against HNM in the press, he returned to his 
artistic calling in a last ditch effort to demonstrate how his dreams of strong black unity and 




I had learned so much from living in Africa. Three years were  
like studying three hundred years of life there.  
- McKay to James Weldon Johnson73 
 
Both his unique experiences vagabonding across the pond and his research excursions as 
a FWP member informed McKay’s commitment to the uplift of the Aframerican community. 
While abroad, McKay had “observed that the people who were getting. . . anything were those 
who could realize the strength of their cultural group; their political demands were considered 
and determined by the force of their cultural grouping.”74 Consequently, he said, “I am certain 
that Negroes will have to realize themselves as an organized group to get anything.”75 While in 
Marseilles, McKay relished living “among a great gang of black and brown humanity,” and felt 
firsthand “the strength and distinction of a group and the assurance of belonging to it.”76 Having 
returned to America, he saw the establishment of a similar sense of belonging as essential for the 
future benefit of black America (See Fig. 1). In response to Gertrude Stein’s reductive comments 
that Africans are “primitives” with a “very narrow culture” where “nothing can happen,” McKay 
reminds her that shortly after her own declarations, “Negro Americans were rendering her opera 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 McKay, letter to Edward Embree, 16 November, 1940, Julius Rosenwald Fund archives (microfilm). 
Amistad Research Center at Tulane University, New Orleans, Louisiana.  
73 McKay to JWJ, April 3, 1937. Box 13, Folder 309. James Weldon Johnson and Grace Nail Johnson 
Papers. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
74 Cooper, Claude McKay, 325.  
75 McKay, letter to James Weldon Johnson, April 1935. Quoted in Cooper, Claude McKay, 325.  
76 ALWFH, 213.  
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Four Saints in Three Acts to sophisticated New York audiences.” He thus concludes that no 
matter what “the white folks do and say, the Negro race will finally have to face the need to save 
itself,” and for that, they will need to give themselves a “group soul.” McKay wasn’t merely 
imagining a kind of utopic solidarity, he was sharing what he had seen in Europe and Africa, 
impressed as he had been “by the phenomenon of the emphasis on group life.”77  
According to his biographer Wayne Cooper, McKay felt “that blacks had to develop a 
stronger group spirit in order to overcome their disadvantages, while at the same time 
disavowing any political role for himself either as a socialist or a black.”78 He paradoxically 
vacillated between downplaying his own political role and engaging with the day’s most burning 
political issues in his many articles. McKay’s stubborn claim to being, at bottom, an apolitical 
poet who has “nothing to give but my singing” was difficult for his critics to understand—or 
believe. Not surprising, given he constantly advocated “social consciousness,” “practical 
education,” “group orientation,” and attacked Communists at every turn, only to then hide behind 
his role as “troubadour wanderer.”79 Alain Locke, who had been roundly mocked in McKay’s 
1937 autobiography, harshly criticized McKay (at the behest of a young Richard Wright80), 
calling him a “spiritual truant” who was “caught in the egocentric predicament of aesthetic 
vanity.” Locke deplored what he perceived as McKay’s segregationist stance, the result of 
having “repudiated all possible loyalties” which amounted “to a self-imposed apostasy,”81 
naturally considering it hypocritical of McKay to advocate greater group unity among blacks 
while he himself remained notoriously independent, if not isolated. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 ALWFH, 266.  
78 Cooper, Claude McKay, 319.  
79 ALWFH, 269–270. 
80 As Lawrence Jackson explains, “Wright hoped to see McKay’s body of work overturned. He desired a 
complete repudiation of the Harlem Renaissance,” and privately asked Locke to review McKay’s autobiography 
(75). 
81 Locke, 84. See Cooper, 319–320. 
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Others criticized McKay for his suspicion and rejection of Communism. At the time, it 
must be noted, many young black intellectuals of the day were embracing Communism, notably 
two future superstars of American literature, Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison, both of whom 
also worked on the FWP with McKay.82 McKay’s friend James Weldon Johnson, however, 
remained sympathetic to his position regarding Communism, and a letter from the former may 
have helped to inspire McKay’s portrayal of the Newton Castle character in Amiable: “These 
Negro near-Marxists are often quite amusing, if not ridiculous. You, of course, know many times 
more about Russia and Communism than all of them put together.”83 McKay represented a 
particular affront to these young Negro Communists for he had been to Russia in the 1920s, 
serving as the unofficial African American representative to the Fourth Congress of the Third 
International, and giving an address from within the Kremlin itself. Now that he was utterly 
disillusioned with Communism more than a decade later, he was feared and misunderstood by 
most radical intellectuals of the day.84  
 Naturally, this made the FWP itself a terribly unstable and “faction-riven” group. McKay 
felt that Aframericans could and should learn to become autarkic, without the help of whites or 
reds, simply as a first step to establishing greater dignity and confidence. The greatest threat to 
the possibility of such Negro unity, McKay thought, was the “chicanery and intrigue”85 of 
Communism, combining as it does “a perfect technique of overt and covert propaganda.”86 
Accordingly, the villain of Amiable is a secret agent of the Comintern who employs just such 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 For more on why McKay never warmed up to Wright and Ellison, see Cooper, Claude McKay, and 
Lawrence Jackson, Emergence of Genius. 
83 Johnson to McKay, March 26, 1937, Box 13, folder 309, James Weldon Johnson and Grace Nail Johnson 
Papers. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
84 In light of both Richard Wright’s and Ralph Ellison’s subsequent disillusionment with Communism, it 
seems doubly tragic that they could not learn from McKay in the late 1930s, as McKay had already gone through the 
process the young men would also undergo a few years down the road.  
85 McKay, letter to James Weldon Johnson. Quoted in Cooper, Claude McKay, 326.  
86 HNM, 221. 
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methods, and the black intellectuals associated with this Maxim Tasan are eventually shown to 
be unstable fools or morons in the novel.  
But it was often what was perceived as McKay’s segregationist stance that proved to be 
most problematic for many black intellectuals. At a preliminary meeting for the formation of the 
Negro Writers’ Guild, McKay vigorously opposed the membership of a white woman named 
Helen Boardman. For McKay, even the most sympathetic whites could inadvertently inject 
“subtle inhibitions” into the guild’s operations, and he “saw no reason why blacks should not 
enjoy a wholly black Negro Author’s Guild.”87 In order for African Americans to achieve a 
“sustained communal self-improvement,” as Cooper puts it, “Blacks needed to start thinking 
about organizing both locally and nationally,”88 and for the Writers’ Guild to take a step in that 
direction it could not allow any white members. McKay took the time to write to Boardman 
directly, apologizing for making her into the unfortunate “goat” of the Guild meeting, even 
adding: “I am certain that intellectually I may have more in common with you than any member 
of the Guild.” But, he explained, “my attitude in the Guild is merely part of a plan I hope to 
formulate for intensive group work and consolidation.” Even if “65 per cent or more of Negro 
Americans will disagree with me at first. . . the Negro group badly needs self-confidence, self-
reliance and group unity. . . to build itself up on a sound foundation.”89 Boardman wasn’t buying 
any of it and, echoing McKay’s many critics, responded by accusing McKay of expressing 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 87 Cooper, Claude McKay, 323. In a wonderful parallel fictionalized scene from Amiable, McKay has 
Peixota ridicule the idea, proposed by Prudhomme Bishop, that there should be at least one white person in every 
colored organizations, by proposing the reverse instead: “your campaign might be of greater national significance 
and symbolic effect, if you made it a campaign to put a colored person in every white institution.  You might take 
the Government first” (59-60). Peixota then proceeds to enumerate most important United States institutions, 
sarcastically counting them on his fingers. 
88 Cooper, Claude McKay, 323.  
89 McKay to Helen Boardman, July 18, 1937. Box 1, Folder 12, Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection 




himself with too much “vituperation”90 and that his ideas “would lead to self-segregation, narrow 
ethno-centrism, and isolation.”91  
These charges were still being thrown at McKay three years later in the reviews to NHM. 
It seems logical, at this point, that McKay’s last resort was to put his ideas into novel form. 
Amiable can thus be read as McKay’s final effort to reply to these critiques; through the 
characters of Pablo Peixota, Dorsey Flagg, Sufi Abdul Hamid, Professor Koazhy and his 
Senegambians, the novel dramatizes the ways in which the Negro group, thanks to their own 
efforts, careful research, and cultural heritage, can be successful in overthrowing the nefarious 
influence of Communists and whites, sympathetic and otherwise. As such, the novel allows him 
to concretize issues he was very emotional about and for which he had received a lot of flack. 
McKay, as usual, was basing his ideas of black self-reliance on experiences and research he 
himself had gathered, declaring in his autobiography: “it is a clear historical fact that different 
groups have won their social rights only when they developed a group spirit and strong group 
organization.”92 He continues, pointing to the “language groups and religious groups in this 
country that have found it necessary to develop their own banks, co-operative stores, printing 
establishments, clubs, theatres, colleges, hotels, hospitals and other social service institutions and 
trade unions.”93 It is to the desired establishment of such institutions that much of Harlem: Negro 
Metropolis is dedicated, and in his subsequent novel, he shows some of these possibilities at 
work, functioning together.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
90 Boardman to McKay, Sept. 4, 1937. Box 1, folder 12, Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of 
American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. McKay had accused her of being an “agent 
provocateur” in an earlier letter (their correspondence quickly became a kind of epistolary shouting match). 
91 Cooper, Claude McKay, 327. 
92 McKay is nevertheless careful to shy away from a kind of black Zionism, calling the idea of “a separate 
Negro state or a separate Negro economy in the United States” a “chimera” and any efforts to bring it about would 
be “wasting thought” (ALWFH 267-268).  
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In short, there is no question that McKay intended Amiable to play a role in political 
action; it seems meant as a literary rallying cry, a Dewey-esque “art as experience” example of 
black coalition successfully uniting and defeating outsider threats—here are the big teeth of the 
amiable communist, McKay is saying, and this is how we, united Aframericans, can deal with 
this red trash, namely to break and dash its “brains among the garbage of the neglected Harlem 
pavement,”94 to cite the novel’s dark final sentence. McKay the artist allows the archive he has 
built to become what Brent Hayes Edwards calls the “generative system” that animates his 
novelistic craft.95 McKay had, in the past, often been criticized for providing reductive or 
primitive representations of African American life, and Amiable offers him an opportunity to 
respond to some of this criticism as well. The New Masses had attacked him for his portrayals of 
black poor and criminals, as well as for his “alleged lack of class consciousness and class action 
in his poetry and novels.”96 Even Nancy Cunard, as he recounts in ALWFH, scathingly wrote that 
McKay’s “people [the characters of my novels] and himself have also that wrong kind of race-
consciousness; they ring themselves in.”97 McKay contextualizes her assertion as that of a real 
“vache enragée” who turned against him simply because he withdrew his article intended for her 
Negro Anthology on account of non-payment. Ever the opportunist, McKay’s clever reaction to 
her criticism is to turn Cunard’s criticism into a kind of solution for the problems affecting black 
Americans:  
The statement is interesting, not so much from the narrow personal as from the 
broader social angle of a minority group of people and its relationship to friends who 
belong to the majority group. It leaves me wondering whether it would be altogether such 
a bad thing if by ringing itself in closer together, a weak, disunited, and suppressed group 
of people could thereby develop group pride and strength and self respect!98 	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96 Cooper, Claude McKay, 318. 





Unity and rassemblement are now more than ever McKay’s goals as a creative writer, and he 
crafted his final novel as a last-ditch didactic effort to teach others how to make it happen, to 
give African Americans a roadmap.99 But how can a novel bring about such group unity?  
V 
 
Of course I endorse absolutely your impulse to bring in the Stalinists,  
and make the canvas as big and significant as it can be. 
- Max Eastman to Claude McKay100 
 
McKay takes any opportunity to insert history lessons into Amiable, ventriloquizing his 
views through its sympathetic characters, as the narrative tries to make sense of the intense 
ferment of enthusiasm gripping Harlem in 1936. Ethiopia had now emerged “on the horizon as 
an embarrassing new Canaan,” igniting a “vague religious sentiment for Ethiopia” among 
Aframericans (27). It’s important to remember that at the time, Ethiopia was only one of three 
independent black nations, along with Liberia and Haiti. The events of the previous two decades, 
encompassing the Great War and Marcus Garvey’s Back-to-Africa movement, had awakened 
many to Africa as a tangible and reachable territory. Ethiopia itself, the novel teaches us, had 
“swung into the international spotlight when it was admitted to the League of Nations in 1923, 
after its abolition of slavery,” and once again in 1930 when Haile Selassie was crowned Emperor 
(27). Amiable opens to a time when “the biblical legendary Ethiopia and earliest Christian state 
was revealed as a reality with a new significance in the minds of Aframericans” (27). As he had 
done with Harlem: Negro Metropolis, McKay gives us a Harlem in turmoil; it had just suffered 
through a major riot, was plagued by unemployment, labor strikes, occultists and mystics of all 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99 As part of his ongoing effort to describe and justify the benefits of group unity among oppressed peoples, 
McKay writes a New Leader piece entitled “Native Liberation Might Have Stopped the Franco Revolt.”99 McKay 
advocates native unity and provides historical examples where this kind of solidarity led to political victories, ending 
the article with a telling sentence: “The lesson is plain” (New Leader (February 18, 1939), pp.2, 5, Collected in PCM 
289). His didactic wishes are constantly noticeable at the time.  
100 Max Eastman, letter to McKay, April 20, 1941, Box 3, Folder 69, Claude McKay Collection. Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
86 
	  
kinds, and was festering with a growing number of Communists, all wanting their share of the 
Aframerican Harlemites.  McKay’s novel is, at every turn, acutely aware of this troubled history, 
and uses any opportunity to remind the reader of events that are now, for 21st century audiences, 
sometimes obscure. What is perhaps most remarkable in McKay’s didactic tactics against the 
lamentable “credulity of the Aframerican masses” (26) is the novel’s dedication to a multitude of 
transnational perspectives, combined with global historical knowledge. As the narrative unfolds, 
Ethiopians look upon Aframericans with surprise, disappointment, admiration. In turn, 
Aframericans look upon Soviets, Italians, Frenchmen, Chinese, Ethiopians and other native 
Africans, with a similar range of puzzlement, curiosity, suspicion and amiability.  
 Often through the character of self-taught Professor Koahzy, with his early Lenin-
inspired cry of “learn, learn, and more learn” (10), but also through the example of reformed 
gangster turned philanthropist Pablo Peixota, McKay continually stresses the importance of 
historical and global political knowledge as the ideal way to combat black gullibility. Clarifying 
the root causes of political conflict, exposing the real financial backers of various organizations 
—sometimes in order to cast them as villains or reveal them as quiet heroes—tracing the 
genealogy of certain movements, outing prominent figures like Father Divine as traitorous 
Communists, these are among the main goals of McKay’s twin works of the early 1940s; 
Harlem: Negro Metropolis and Amiable with Big Teeth. While the former throws a lot of 
information at the reader, the latter, as literature, is concerned with how to put that knowledge 
into narrative form. For example, early in the novel Pablo Peixota tries to educate the young 
Newton Castle about the need for blacks to organize without the aid of whites: 
“Your fathers and mothers didn’t learn to organize their benevolent and protective 
societies from drinking cocktails with bohemian white folks.  They learned it cleaning the 
white man’s w.c. and over the washtub in the kitchen.  And they learned their lesson hard 
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enough to use it to give you an education.  Yes you who are using that education now to 
destroy the things which your parents worked so hard to build.” (31) 
 
Not surprisingly, “Newton Castle looked uncomfortable” (31) after this lecture, yet stubbornly 
refuses to change his ways, eventually leading to the tragic death of one such white bohemian 
and the temporary breakup of his marriage. The narrative voice tips McKay’s hand when it 
blames Communists for Castle’s weakness: “Shrewd evaluators of personalities, the Marxists 
found Newton Castle malleable material, a type of intellectual that could be dominated and 
disciplined, and who once converted would remain faithful to their cause” (98).  
 The novel contextualizes historical knowledge regarding important facets of African 
American life by creating correspondences between the local and the global. We are reminded, 
for instance, that the first Harlem Riot was on March 19, 1935—less than a year before the 
events of the novel—and that it was started because of a rumor that a Puerto Rican boy had been 
beaten and killed by police. This information is carefully juxtaposed with the fact that the First 
World War was precipitated by the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand. McKay weaves in and 
presents the rich history of Aframerican life and culture, having his novel seamlessly move from 
politically significant details to culturally relevant ones. We hear of the Jubilee Singers (96) and 
learn that the very first Harlem Fashion Show had recently taken place (we find this out because 
Seraphine’s ensemble is described as having been purchased, by her father Pablo, at that 
exhibition). Notably, McKay uses the fictional club The Airplane to recast all sorts of African 
American trivia onto an international stage.  
In the Airplane club, the owner Buster Quincy has hung a painting above the bar “of an 
airplane in the sky and a parachute jumper descending, who was caught up in a small tree” (75). 
Most people that came into the club “thought that this picture was intended to represent the 
exploits of the notorious Aframerican Hubert Fauntelroy Julian, who had visited Ethiopia at the 
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time of the coronation of Emperor Haile Selassie and by whom he was decorated and made a 
colonel of aviation” (75). There are many reasons to believe it might be Julian since the pilot did 
crash into a tree during this very same coronation ceremony.101 But the painting’s artist claims 
that he was really thinking of Charles Lindbergh’s famous flight over the Atlantic. Quincy 
originally intended to call his club the Lindy Hop, but once he learned of Lindbergh’s racism, he 
changed his mind. Lindbergh’s reason for detesting Aframericans, we are told, is that “they had 
desecrated the sublimity of his glorious hop across the Atlantic by immortalizing it in a popular 
dance” (76). This episode is noteworthy not only because it reminds us of the dance’s name’s 
origin, but also because it reminds us that it was a black man who found the infamous Lindbergh 
Baby’s decomposing corpse, a fact that apparently “incensed” Lindbergh.102 Through an 
anecdote about the evolution of a bar’s name and its mysterious painting, McKay inserts both the 
provenance of a popular dance and subsequently points away from the most famous white 
aviator of the time to showcase his black counterpart, Hubert Fauntleroy Julian, a man who 
actually fought alongside Ethiopians.103 McKay is here employing a novelistic “strategy of 
reinscription,” to use Aarthi Vadde’s phrase, as a means of “deciphering global collectivity.”104 
Nevertheless, the epistemic uncertainty as to whether the painting depicts Lindbergh or Julian 
dramatizes the struggle for historical legibility and the recognition of Aframerican involvement 
in both local and world events.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101 See David Shaftel’s “The Black Eagle of Harlem: The truth behind the tall tales of Hubert Fauntleroy 
Julian.” Air & Space Magazine, January 01, 2009.  
102 McKay also mentions the Lindy Hop in HNM, 21-22. The discoverer’s name was William Allen, he was 
a truck driver who stopped by the side of the road to relieve himself on a tree when he discovered the mangled and 
decomposed remains of a toddler. 
103 While Lindbergh was known as “The Lone Eagle,” Julian was often called “The Black Eagle.” Julian is 
featured among the many “portraits” gathered by the writers on the FWP in the WPN collection. 
104 Aarthi Vadde, “National Myth, Transnational Memory: Ondaatje’s Archival Method.” NOVEL: A 
Forum on Fiction (Vol. 45 No. 2 Summer 2012), 273.  
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It is in this same chapter, “The Tower and The Airplane,” that McKay most explicitly 
expounds on his reasons why Aframericans should develop independent archival practices as a 
means of extricating themselves from Communist and other disingenuous influences. A group 
consisting of Newton Castle, his wife Delta Castle, Lij Alamaya, Seraphine, Bunchetta and Mrs. 
Witern, run into Professor Koazhy in The Airplane (they will also eventually encounter Dorsey 
Flagg, Castle’s rival). Their “serious social discussions” over the merits and pitfalls of 
democracy is followed by a complementary discussion of art; education and reliable provenance 
are key to both exposing the falsifications of Communists and gaining a greater appreciation of 
art. Koazhy believes that his students “could be good artists only by serious research in African 
anatomy and physiognomy and hard apprenticeship to the execution of African and Aframerican 
form and figure. When colored artists painted Aframericans, he said, “they turned out to be white 
people dyed in dark tints, some white artists did a better job with Aframerican material” (86). 
When Castle retorts that colored artists should follow the Soviet example, Koazhy shows his 
superior knowledge of Soviet literature, adding that the “best” of it was produced during the 
Czarist regime. He concludes: “today the Soviet is just a prostitute of the pen for the Communist 
party.” Castle, visibly outwitted, lashes out with insults and the following threat: “When we 
Marxists take the POWER, I hope they make me Commissar of Education and I’ll clean out the 
stinking academic niggerati renegades like you” (89). Hearing this, Flagg tells Castle to be quiet, 
and the two square off. Here, McKay clearly has fun mocking the diminutive Castle through his 
stand-in Flagg: “Bantam-sized Castle was right up against the powerfully built Flagg and beating 
his fists against his breast” (89). Eventually Flagg picks Castle up by the seat of his pants, lifts 
him, and drops him to the floor. While Flagg most closely resembles McKay, the “teacher” of 
the novel is Koazhy; Professor Koazhy literally becomes the undisguised mouthpiece for 
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McKay’s didactic wishes, announcing: “You must know the truth and Professor Koazhy is here 
to teach you” (9).  
 Importantly, this scene also depicts Koazhy as having the same desire for factual 
accuracy as McKay himself; when he is presented with the opportunity to meet a native 
Ethiopian in Alamaya, Koazhy asks whether the young man would be willing to authenticate 
some of the objects in his Ethiopian collection (87). Factual authentication is raised yet again by 
an extended observation about The Airplane’s guest book, a document filled with a series of 
“exciting international signatures” (76). Around Harlem, the rumor is “many of the signatures in 
the Airplane’s log book were fake” (77), and thus McKay presents the potential unreliability of 
any archival records as an inherent threat to Harlem’s claim to international reach. As a result, 
the evidentiary challenges surrounding authentication become a prime concern of the narrative. 
Indeed, most major plot points in Amiable hinge on testing the authenticity of documents and 
people, on questioning and qualifying declarations of fact, from the truth behind Alamaya’s 
stolen Imperial letter to the exposure of “Ethiopian Princess” Benebe Zarihana as a fraud.  
The opening scene of the novel stages an example of this kind of revision by pitting 
varying levels and sources of knowledge against one another, culminating in the “Professor’s” 
lesson. Even though he came to the parade uninvited, the audience demands to hear Professor 
Koazhy once Peixota, Rev. Trawl and Alamaya have spoken. Koazhy has a remarkable capacity 
to insert himself into the important affairs of the Harlem community. His timely interventions 
usually always involve an important lesson to be learned, and his first speech is no exception, 
demonstrating a wide historical breadth. Koazhy explains to the crowd that he is wearing the 
uniform of an Ethiopian warrior, and implores them to understand the significance of having an 
official “Prince of Africa” like Alamaya in their midst. He underscores the importance of African 
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history, of knowing the “real Ethiopia” in order to properly help her, and corrects some of the 
misconceptions that have already been uttered by the other speakers: “I have just heard these 
learned speakers inform you that the kings of Ethiopia are descended from Solomon.  I am sorry 
to correct them, but that is not true, my friends.  The dynasty of Ethiopia is older than Solomon; 
it is older than the Bible” (9). He then turns to Alamaya and apologizes to him, for “even the 
Ethiopians themselves today do not know their great history. They imagine that their Emperor is 
the Lion of Judah because he was descended from the Queen of Sheba.  But that is history turned 
upside down.  The Emperor of Ethiopia extended to Egypt across Judea into Persia and India” 
(9). Koazhy concludes by telling the crowd that “what you all should know is also what the 
Ethiopians should know about themselves” (10); in other words, he implores the peoples of 
African descent to unite through collective knowledge of their mutual provenance. Koahzy’s 
lesson is thus not simply directed at the Harlem congregation (or the novel’s readers), but also at 
the young Ethiopian who suddenly finds himself in America learning about his native land.  
This encounter with an educated Aframerican so “extraordinarily well-informed” has a 
profound impact on Alamaya, who reflects that Koazhy “had made apparently authoritative and 
profound statements about Ethiopia of which, he, the lij himself, was ignorant” (13). Alamaya 
emerges from the event feeling “that it was incumbent upon him to open his mind to more 
extensive study” (13).105 The novel is bookended by such a lesson, concluding as it does with the 
suggestion that detailed knowledge of African lore ultimately proves to be a matter of life-and-
death. Maxim Tasan’s ignorance of the ritual of the Leopard Men prevents him from realizing 
that the white feather attached to his costume designates him as the blood sacrifice victim. 
McKay thus positions archival practice as an imperative—“dig down to the facts and interpret 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
105 This transnational moment is reminiscent of the scene from James Joyce’s Ulysses when the Irish 
milkmaid serves breakfast to Stephen Dedalus and the British Haines and is unable to understand the Gaelic used by 
Haines. Like Alamaya, the milkmaid knows less about her cultural heritage than the outsider. 
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them”—for “Group Survival” (the title of one of McKay’s articles of the day).106 The protective 
function of the archive is thereby made manifest, as it was during McKay’s debate over “facts” 
with Powell and Schuyler, a move that further suggests the archive’s multivalent status as a 
means of “preservation.” 
Although Alamaya is taught a lesson in the opening scene, he is also one whose 
specialized knowledge and perspective often proves the most educational to others. At his first 
welcoming dinner, the conversation quickly turns to world politics. In a scene that echoes the 
Helen Boardman affair, Newton Castle, acting under orders from Tasan, tries to push the idea of 
including whites in the Hands To Ethiopia organization. Peixota objects, explaining that “the 
common people feel that Ethiopia was betrayed by the white nations” (18). Castle retorts that the 
League of Nations is, on the contrary, “joined in sanctions against Italy.” But it is the Ethiopian 
who reveals what the sanctions really entail, schooling Castle with a vivid simile: “The sanctions 
are like passing a lot of resolutions and not acting on them. . . Italy is importing all the essential 
things she needs. The League of Nations is like those curious creatures that I hear exist in 
Haiti—the zombies. Dead nations which act as if they were living without knowing they are 
dead” (19). Alamaya’s reference to Haitian zombies is a trademark McKay moment of diasporic 
flair: he has an Ethiopian tell an Aframerican that the League of Nations is akin to creatures out 
of Haitian folklore. When Castle tries to single out Soviet Russia as an exception, his rival 
Dorsey Flagg retorts, “Russia is selling more war goods to Italy than any nation” (19).107 McKay 
always positions the utterances of Peixota, Flagg, Alamaya, and Koazhy—the heroes of the 
novel—as the most well-researched, while the others, like Castle, Tasan, Bishop, have all 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 “For Group Survival,” Jewish Frontier, vol. 4 (October, 1937), 19–26. Rpt. in PCM 234–239.  
107 McKay expands on Russia’s dealings with Italy during the Ethiopian war in HNM, 226.  
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misinterpreted—misread—the current political turmoil fermenting in the years leading to World 
War II, poisoned as they are by Communist rhetoric.  
The interplay between divergent political perspectives and levels of knowledge are 
juxtaposed by similar clashes at the cultural level, often when each side exposes its ignorance of 
the other. In one scene, Seraphine Peixota admiringly comments on the “lovely wine color” of 
Lij Alamaya’s pajamas, and asks if they were made in Addis Ababa. In a humorous moment 
indicative of orientalism, the Ethiopian replies, “No, they are your father’s” (28).108 Attire is in 
fact a preferred vehicle for McKay’s exposure of the cultural misconceptions held by his 
transnational characters. For instance, even though Alamaya is the real Ethiopian, he is eclipsed 
by Koazhy’s entrance to the parade because he is “bedecked in a uniform so rare, so gorgeous, it 
made the people prance and shout with joy” (2). The “saluting dignitary” channels Marcus 
Garvey himself as he displays his “mailed shirt extravagantly covered with golden gleaming 
arabesques and a wonderfully high shako, white and surmounted by a variegated cluster of 
ostrich plumes,” and unsheathes his sword, “brandish[ing] it at heaven” (2).109 Immediately, “the 
mass roared in a frenzy” (2). In contrast, the actual Ethiopian envoy, dressed “in formal clothes 
distinguished only by a red slash aslant his breast” is given only mild applause. Alamaya is 
incredulous as to the behavior of “these Aftramericans,” wondering why Professor Koazhy chose 
“to wear this barbaric fantastic costume” (4). As it turns out, Koazhy’s uniform is Ethiopian but 
anachronistic, the kind “old tribal kings” (16) used to wear before Emperor Selassie’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
108 The question of whether Africans wear pajamas is also discussed in A Long Way From Home. When 
Henri Cartier-Bresson’s girlfriend, during their visit to McKay in Morocco, reveals that the photographer is “so lazy 
he wouldn’t even pick up his pajamas from the floor,” McKay replies that here in North Africa “the natives did not 
worry about pajamas” and asks “whether among the pure primitives (if there were any left) in the middle or the 
bottom of Africa, one had to worry about pajamas. Or if one might be satisfied with a broad banana leaf.” Cartier-
Bresson replies that he’s “not so sure” (257). Yes, this footnote is about pajamas.  
109 In HNM, McKay conjures a 1920 Harlem “blink[ing] at the sizzling splendor” of Garvey’s  “wonderful 
parade,” describing Garvey as wearing “a magnificent uniform of purple, green, black, and a plume hat. He stood in 
the car and saluted the cheering crowds that jammed the sidewalks” (155).  
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modernization of Ethiopia. The newspapers subsequently heroize Professor Koazhy for his 
dramatic performance, which surprises Alamaya. The young man, who is quickly being 
educated, uses this as a lesson about the power of ornament over authenticity in America, a 
dynamic that mirrors the novel’s overarching concern with the problem of authentication.  
As an Ethiopian, Alamaya is unfamiliar with many features of African American culture, 
which offers McKay a didactic occasion to look at America from a foreigner’s perspective. For 
instance, Alamaya later learns more about the peculiarities of clothes and politics in the U.S. 
Sitting onstage with other members of the two Aid to Ethiopia organizations, the scene heats up 
when Newton Castle loudly and repeatedly accuses Dorsey Flagg of being a Fascist Trotskyite. 
The latter throws “off his coat and st[ands] out conspicuously in his white shirt” (108) in 
defiance. As the situation escalates and the angry crowd seems poised to rush the stage, Alamaya 
stands up and speaks in defense of Flagg, concluding his speech by “[s]uddenly divesting 
himself of his coat” in order to stand alongside the equally coatless Flagg, in unity. While some 
of the remaining whites in the audience utter a few “hesitant hisses,” they are “immediately 
suppressed by the mighty applause, which broke like a thunder-clap” (110). The women rush the 
stage to kiss Alamaya—and Flagg—in “joyous demonstration.” While Alamaya is very pleased 
with the result of his speech, he is puzzled as to why it received such thunderous approval. 
Peixota explains to the Ethiopian “that it was the unexpected gesture, throwing off his coat to 
shake Flagg’s hand, which had fired the enthusiasm of the people” (110). Although Alamaya’s 
gesture was done “merely from politeness,” he unwittingly tapped into “one of the pillars upon 
which rested American diplomacy,” namely, as Peixota calls it, “shirt-sleeve diplomacy” (111).  
But the cultural and racial lessons learned by the Lij—and those he in turn gives to 
others—are not always welcome. For instance, Alamaya doesn’t understand the American 
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concept of “passing” and is upset when Seraphine tells him they are light-skinned enough to pass 
successfully. Rather than apprehending passing as one of the tactics used by some ethnic 
Americans to navigate social constraints, the African’s perspective exposes the irrationality and 
inequality enveloping America. In McKay’s novelistic scheme, Alamaya’s inability to 
“understand the American point of view,” as Seraphine puts it, is precisely why his presence can 
become a source of pride and hope for Aframericans (191). For Bunchetta Facey—Seraphine’s 
intellectual friend—Alamaya represents the “human point of view,” and as such it is “more 
important than the American point of view” (191). Bunchetta pushes her transnational thought 
further, lamenting the blinders of nationalistic perspective: “It is the American point of view, the 
German point of view, the British point of view and all the different nations’ point of view that 
makes a mess of the world” (191). Her statement echoes what McKay had once written to 
Langston Hughes: although “I write of America as home,” he said, “I am really a poet without a 
country. Maybe that is why I have an international mind.”110 
One of the novel’s richest transnational scenes is the party held by Mrs Witern in honor 
of Lij Alamaya, gathering as it does a wide array of foreign nationals in the same room. Among 
them is a thoughtless white British man named Aubrey Pickett—friend to the novel’s chief 
antagonist, Maxim Tasan. Pickett accuses Alamaya of suffering from “C.P.T.” because the latter 
only arrived at midnight to the party. Pickett says, “I see, already you are keeping C.P.T. . . . 
Well, it wouldn’t be unexpected in an African” (40). Alamaya has no idea what C.P.T. stand for, 
but interestingly neither do two of the Harlemites present. Pickett is forced to explain the term 
himself, and does so “with an amused expression as if he were imparting some special 
knowledge of Aframerican similarity to Africa: “C.P.T. is Colored People’s Time, of course, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 McKay to Langston Hughes, 30 April, 1927, Box 109, folder 2042, Langston Hughes Papers. James 




because as they say, ‘Colored people are always late’” (40). Alamaya is “surprised and nettled by 
the stress Pickett put on ‘Colored’” as he “had not been long enough in America to think in terms 
of being ‘colored’.” Since Alamaya thinks of himself as “an Ethiopian, and African,” as opposed 
to “colored,” he is here receiving an American lesson he did not wish to learn, and one that 
points to the systemic oppression suffered by the Aframerican minority (40). The Ethiopian’s 
reply not only positions his African perspective as an advantage, but demonstrates his superior 
historical knowledge: “Perhaps colored people are never early, because they can afford to be late.  
They have nothing in the world to hurry about.  But you English have everything.  Yet you were 
late in Asia in 1931, you were late in Africa in 1935 and perhaps you will soon be late in Europe 
and in Britain itself” (40). In a brilliant move, Alamaya takes Pickett’s racist stereotype of ethnic 
time and, through the invocation of historical facts, turns it into a critique of the British Empire’s 
poor timing.111 1931 was when Japan seized Manchuria from China, while 1935 saw Mussolini’s 
invasion of Ethiopia. Composing this scene in 1941, McKay has the advantage of knowing the 
development of events leading into WWII, and can thus give his Ethiopian envoy what seems 
like perspicacious wisdom and clairvoyance. Again, historical knowledge is tactical, deployed as 
protection from oppression and ethnic profiling. 
The British Pickett is saved further embarrassment by the arrival of Seraphine, Bunchetta, 
and some German refugees, one of whom is a doctor, another a Professor of anthropology, and 
the other a young artist. The scene continues the theme of misconceptions regarding the African 
diaspora when Bunchetta relates that Fischer, an anthropologist at the party, said that “the 
Ethiopians are not really an African people in the sense that Aframericans are, that they are a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
111 McKay himself used the term, sending the following note to Carl Van Vechten around the time he was 
completing AWBT: “I shall be at your place on Friday at 4, but you must make allowance for C.P.T. in case,” (July 
24, 1941, Box LO-MJ, folder “McKay, Claude,” Carl Van Vechten Papers. Yale Collection of American Literature, 
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library). 
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Semitic people like the Arabs” (41-42). Alamaya’s response to this statement is cold and final: 
“Ethiopians don’t think so. We call ourselves a black African nation” (42). The girls then 
proceed to theorize about which part of the diaspora their bodies most look like, Bunchetta 
insisting that she “could pass for a typical Ethiopian girl.” Seraphine embarrassingly reminds her 
that, since she is already “passing as a Balinese in the village,” Bunchetta wants “to be 
everything” (42). Pressed to weigh in, the lone African in the room says Ethiopia boasts “various 
types [of women], just like in Harlem,” but that another girl present at the party, Miss Gloria 
Kendall, “could be a typical Ethiopian girl” (42).112 This moment, unbeknownst to the reader, 
plants the seed of a later chicanery perpetrated by Tasan—present during this conversation—in 
which Kendall will be turned into the fake Ethiopian princess Benebe Zarihana. The scene also 
foreshadows the romantic union of Alamaya and Kendall that occurs in the novel’s concluding 
sections.  
At this same party, the German Jewish citizens are described as “some of the first 
refugees from Nazi Germany” (39). Their presence in the novel attests to McKay’s notion that 
“the Jews of Germany are being systematically reduced to the status of Negroes in America,” as 
he wrote in a pre-WWII piece for the Jewish Frontier.113 McKay felt that Negroes had much to 
learn from Jews in matters of group unity, and expounded on that notion in HNM: “Jewish 
intellectuals. . . saw the unconscionable suffering and economic disadvantage of the members of 
their own group. . . They went to their own people and helped to organize them into unions,” and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 Four photographs by M. and M. Smith gathered under the caption, “Types of Harlem Women,” appear 
in Harlem: Negro Metropolis (176). 
113 “For Group Survival,” Jewish Frontier, vol. 4 (October, 1937), pp.19-26. Reprinted in PCM 234-239. 
McKay is also adamant in his wish to eclipse the belief that Aframericans are anti-Semitic and relies on facts to 
make his case: “No anti-Jewish demonstrations have ever occurred in Harlem,” he writes in “Everybody’s Doing It: 
Anti-Semitic Propaganda Fails to Attract Negroes; Harlemites Face Problems of All Other Slum Dwellers,” New 
Leader (May 20, 1939), pp.5-6. Collected in PCM, 257-261. In fact, he adds, the “only anti-white demonstrations on 
record were those which were directed against the Italian middlemen, during the war in Ethiopia” (260). 
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so on.114 In Amiable’s party scene, one of the refugees, Dr. Schmidt, observes that “a colored 
person is as rare as a red Indian” (44) in downtown Manhattan, and wonders whether there is any 
“popular resentment” against the fact that black Americans are more or less ghettoized in 
Harlem. He asks whether Harlemites feel “[c]ut off from the fuller life of the city,” and reminds 
them of “what is happening to the Jews in Germany” (44).  
 The ghettoized status of blacks in America and in Harlem becomes a matter of 
international political significance, specifically as a point used by the Communists to gain the 
loyalty of Aframericans. Maxim Tasan explains to Claxon, the black director of The Interlink,115 
that “Aframericans are like a small foreign nation within the United States. As foreign as the 
Chinese in China and Eskimos in Alaska. Did you ever think of that?” Claxon concurs, adding 
that “Aframericans have become so matter-of-course among us that few white persons realize 
they are practically strangers among us” (196). The invisibility of Aframericans is here cast by 
McKay as a particularly American defect of perception; perhaps all minorities come to full 
view—or at least partial view—once the transnational “human point of view” takes precedence. 
That Aframericans are “a colony of subject people within the nation” (197) is a point the novel 
makes on numerous occasions, and interestingly, this point is made by both the sympathetic 
heroes of the novel, and by its main villain, Maxim Tasan.  
 Underscoring an important difference, Peixota is convinced that “[s]hort of exile or 
extermination, what the Nazis are attempting in Germany is to reduce the Jews socially and 
politically to the level of colored people in America,” and wonders whether “the Nazis have 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
114 HNM, 217. 
115 The Interlink is described as an organization that has correspondents in every nation except Germany, 
and one who “employed a considerable staff whose main work was to read and translate and clip excerpts from 
newspapers and magazines.  Among them were a Chinese, a Mexican, a Hindu, a Brazilian, a Tunisian and a 
German exile.  Claxon was a former newspaper correspondent who had lived in China in the late nineteen twenties 
and had traveled in Japan, the Philippines and South America” (195). 
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made a secret comprehensive study of the laws and customs covering the status of the 
Aframerican minority” (296). On the one hand, Peixota is “excited to think how closely the 
problem of Ethiopia and Europe parallels the Aframericans in America,” but is saddened when 
“liberal whites” tell Aframericans that they are “better off than Jews in Germany” simply 
because of their ability to “organize and protest.” He considers that way of thinking to belong to 
“the big guns of the Popular Front,” an attitude that leads “[w]ell-meaning whites” to weigh 
“Aframerican minority problems by a European standard. They quite forget that our group 
position has never approached the high estate of the Jews in Germany” (296). Peixota’s is the 
novel’s necessary distinction that balances the other characters’ more naïve forms of equating 
Jews and Aframericans.  
 Earlier in the novel, when Tasan had stressed that “the white man also can be sincere in 
his attitude towards the colored man,” Peixota’s response echoes McKay’s own convictions on 
the issue: “I have never doubted that a white man can be sincere towards the colored man.  Many 
are as individuals.  But we are all subject to limitations.  Our views are influenced by our training 
and environment” (63). For black men like Peixota and McKay, white Communists like Tasan 
only “wanted power over the life and thought of his people, to turn their mind to Soviet Russia as 
a Promised Land.” For this reason, Peixota is “convinced that the man [Tasan] cared little about 
Ethiopia” (65).116 While Peixota’s streetwise instincts serve him well in his opinion of Tasan, the 
man himself remains a mystery to most Harlemites as hard facts about him are scarce: “Some 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
116 In the late 1930s and early 1940s, McKay harbored real fears of the Communists “dominating the 
Negroes” and “capturing the entire colored group by cleverly controlling such organizations as the so-called 
National Negro Congress” or, one might say after reading AWBT, the “Aid-To-Ethiopia” organizations. (see “Negro 
Author Sees Disaster If the Communist Party Gains Control of Negro Workers,” New Leader (September 10, 1938), 
p.5. Reprinted in PCM, pp.228-229). This kind of nefarious control, McKay felt, extended over Negro writers 
through the Communist-led League of American Writers, and fostered “undemocratic ideals and inevitably lead to 
the strict regimentation of American literature.” From “Where the News Ends,” New Leader (June 10, 1939), p.8. 
Reprinted in PCM, pp. 229-232). This League claimed to fight Fascist totalitarianism yet “proscribe[d] as Fascists, 
Trotskyists and Reactionaries the writers who are opposed to Communist totalitarianism” (230). This sentiment is 
one of the basic premises at play in Amiable’s plot.  
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said he was a Russian and agent of Stalin; others thought he was an agent of Trotsky and still 
others believed he was agent at large of the Communist International. An anti-Communist Indian 
Nationalist said that he had seen Tasan in Shanghai and that he had arrived in the United States 
by way of the Pacific” (101). Many find it strange, we are told by the narrative voice, that such 
an important person hangs out almost exclusively with the “comparatively insignificant 
Aframerican group” (101). This key observation provides a twofold portrait of the time: on the 
one hand, McKay is showing that many Aframericans have a cripplingly low opinion of 
themselves, and in turn Tasan’s interest in them implicitly shows how the Popular Front realizes 
the power Aframericans potentially have, and how instrumental they might be in world affairs 
should a strong Communist foothold be obtained in Harlem.  
 Yet despite the Peixota clan’s best efforts, Maxim Tasan, that “Communist hyena 
disguised as shepherd dog,” is successful in wreaking “havoc in the sheepfold under cover of 
darkness.”117 Having absconded with Lij Alamaya’s precious official letter during the latter’s 
welcoming party, Tasan is now able to discredit Peixota’s organization’s status as “officially” 
representing the interests of Ethiopia. Once the public learns that Alamaya does not possess any 
documentary proof backing up his status as Ethiopian emissary, Peixota is forced to step down as 
chairman of the “Hands To Ethiopia,” and Tasan coerces Alamaya into acting as “interpreter” to 
the fake Princess Benebe in return for continued, Comintern-funded financial assistance. The 
narrative, however, only provides conclusive evidence of this scheme once Seraphine stumbles 
upon Tasan’s secret archive. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
117 McKay, “Everybody’s Doing It: Anti-Semitic Propaganda Fails to Attract Negroes,” New Leader (May 
20, 1939): 5-6. Tellingly, when Alamaya is shown evidence that Tasan is responsible for the official Ethiopian 
letter’s theft, he punches Tasan on the forehead and says, “I’m getting out of this hyena’s lair” (253). Earlier, Dorsey 
Flagg talks of “the Stalinite hyena” (218). 
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 In the wake of Ethiopia’s defeat, and having been tricked into marrying “Dandy” 
Nordling, a moronic white party member (as part of Tasan’s ongoing efforts to humiliate her 
stepfather Pablo), Seraphine Peixota finally begins to grow suspicious of Tasan. Left alone at his 
apartment and having fortuitously come into possession of Tasan’s lost set of keys, Seraphine 
digs around until she eventually finds and unlocks the chest where Tasan keeps his secret 
documents. Inside are “a lot of cancelled cheques, many letters and various business papers 
fastened together with clips,” as well as “a large thick envelope marked “Ethiopia” containing 
“half a dozen photographs of Princess Benebe in different costumes and poses and four of Gloria 
Kendall, the young woman to whose job Seraphine succeeded at the office of the Friends of 
Ethiopia” (242). Seraphine immediately realizes that Benebe and Kendall are the same person; 
hard to believe such “an elaborate trick,” she thinks, “But the evidence was right there.” On the 
back of one of the photographs, she finds a note reading “This costume is Persian—unsuitable” 
in Alamaya’s handwriting (242).118 Digging some more inside the “Ethiopia” envelope, 
Seraphine finds Alamaya’s stolen official letter and finally understands that the young man has 
been the “victim of a vile frame-up” and consequently, so have all the Harlemites who supported 
Tasan’s Friends to Ethiopia over her father’s organization. In having Seraphine finally take 
control over her own life at this juncture in the novel, McKay suggestively ties agency to 
archival practice. The degrees of factual deceit the Communists have perpetrated are here 
exposed through Seraphine’s unearthing of archival evidence. In needing Alamaya’s specialized 
knowledge of proper Ethiopian dress to weed out the bad costumes, Tasan implicitly reveals his 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 118 These inauthentic photographs, and their instrumental use as political propaganda, recall an earlier 
argument Seraphine has with Alamaya. When Seraphine says she’s seen photographs of atrocities performed by 
Ethiopians upon Europeans, Alamaya informs her that these are products of Italian propaganda, adding the 
following qualification: “even if a few Ethiopian warriors conform to an ancient tribal rite and do that when their 
victims are dead, there are many Europeans who practice it among the living” (92).  
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own cultural ignorance, a flaw that will literally lead to his “downfall” in the final chapter when 
Koazhy’s Senegambians throw him off the top of a building in a dark Harlem alleyway.  
 Alamaya’s Imperial letter, however, proves problematic as an authentic document. 
Though the narrative had made the letter seem “the most authentic thing of all,” it turns out it 
was not altogether “genuine,” in Alamaya’s words (291). At the end of the novel, after Ethiopia 
has been defeated and interest in his homeland has disappeared from the sidewalks of Harlem, 
Alamaya finally tells the whole truth to Peixota. The letter is a remnant of the pan-African 
movement, written at the height of the Harlem Renaissance when the Government of Ethiopia 
was convinced by “prominent Africans, Haitians, Cubans, Aframericans and others… in the idea 
of sending a mission” to America (291). Although the “plan was abandoned just before it was 
put into execution,” Alamaya eventually got hold of the letter that was meant for “one of the 
originally designated members of the postponed mission” (291). Since “so few people can read 
the official Amharic language of Ethiopia,” Alamaya figured it might still work twelve years 
after it had been issued, but he also knew, just as Maxim Tasan knew, that “it couldn’t stand 
close scrutiny” (291).119 In other words, the fight waged over Harlem’s “poor black sheep” 
hinges on the close scrutiny of archival documents, and the realization that these are always 
vulnerable to exploitation (126). Both the predatory Communist and the heroic Ethiopian resort 
to a degree of archival deception, but both are exposed when one follows McKay’s archival 
practice of digging deep.  
VI 
 
I am still not quite sure whether the book should be factual or fictional—based on facts. 
- Claude McKay to Samuel Roth120 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
119 The letter’s anachronistic nature recalls Koazhy’s dated Ethiopian uniform. 
120 McKay, letter to Samuel Roth, October 8, 1941, Samuel Roth Papers; Box 36, folder 26, Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library. McKay is speaking of “Descent into Harlem,” a book about an 




 Tasan and Alamaya aren’t the only ones who have been deceiving the reader; McKay is 
the one who has been fabricating the facts. In real life, the man who presented a fake Ethiopian 
princess to the Harlem world was not a Comintern secret agent but rather a former baseball star 
turned PR man named Chappy Gardner. Gardner, “the black PT Barnum,”121 was an original 
member of McKay’s Negro Writers’ Guild, one of the few who agreed with McKay that whites 
should be banned from the Guild (see fig. 1).122 He worked as an arts critic for the Pittsburgh 
Courier—where George Schuyler also worked—writing on film and theatre, but in  
his youth had been an important early figure on the black sports scene. The writers of the FWP 
composed a few portraits of Gardner and traced the arrival, as well as subsequent exposure, of  
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121 Reel 1. Sadie Hall, “Chappy Gardner.” Writer’s Program. New York City. Negroes of New York. 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture. NYPL. 
122 See CMC, Box 15, folder 454 for more on the Helen Boardman affair and the names of other members 
who followed McKay, and those who did not (one of the latter was, surprisingly, Simon Williamson). 
123 Box 18, folder 579, Negro Writers Guild, 25 May 1937, Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of 
American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
104 
	  
“Princess” Tamanya in the local newspapers.124 In the FWP’s Almanac for New Yorkers 1938,  
the entry for July 20 reads: “Harlemites chuckled this day in 1935 when it was learned that 
Chappy Gardner, Negro press-agent, had hoaxed the entire metropolitan press with his story of 
an ‘Ethiopian Princess’.”125 The fact that McKay makes this hoax the handiwork of a Communist 
secret agent is a testament to both his paranoid suspicion of the Popular Front and his indictment 
of those African Americans who abuse their own people’s “gullibility” for their own financial 
and petty gain. As he wrote in HNM, “Communists can stage some of the most spectacular 
affairs and could bring obscure Negroes into the spotlight to speak in splendid halls before huge 
audiences.”126  
Just as McKay transposes what he sees as the deplorable acts of some Aframericans onto 
guilty white (red) hands, he also idealizes and synthesizes the qualities he admires in creating his 
novel’s heroes. Lij Tekla Alamaya is a composite character that seems largely based on Dr. 
Malaku Bayen, a friend of McKay’s who was an Ethiopian emissary and who acted as director to 
the Harlem United Aid to Ethiopia organization (later named the Ethiopia World Federation). 
Bayen is the man who took the pilot Hubert Fauntelroy Julian over to Ethiopia in 1930. He and 
McKay shared the same opinion regarding black group unity; William Scott writes that, as a 
spokesman, Bayen “was careful to stress the importance of international black unity and the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
124 See Reel 1 & 2. Writer’s Program. New York City. Negroes of New York. Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture. NYPL. Several articles regarding “Princess” Rassari Heshla Tamanya are culled by the 
FWP writers from The New York Times and the Daily News, all of them from July 1935. The humorous headlines 
deteriorate steadily from positive portrayals to “Princess is Disavowed: Ethiopian Foreign Minister Says Woman 
Here is Imposter,” and “Finds Princess is a Maid—with a Press Agent.” Even though she was ousted as a fraud, 
“Princess Tamanya” nevertheless went on tour giving concerts across the country between 1935 and 1940. See 
“Tamanya Appears with Italian Group,” New York Amsterdam News, Nov 23, 1940. In AWBT, none other than 
Alamaya will “become the manager of Princess Benebe” (286).  
125 Sadie Hall and Larry Jordan are those who composed portraits of Chappy for the FWP. 
126 HNM, 221. 
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responsibility of black people to each other.”127 McKay praises Bayen in Harlem: Negro 
Metropolis, mentions that he is “recently deceased” (he died in May 1940), and includes a 1937 
photo of him, where he is accompanied by another Ethiopian called Lij Araya Abebe.128  
The character of Professor Koazhy is likely a hybrid of Dr. Willis N. Huggins and 
Charles C. Seifert. Dr. Huggins was a notable yet controversial African American historian and 
public intellectual “who opposed the Communists in the Aid-to-Ethiopia Campaign.” In Harlem: 
Negro Metropolis, McKay thanks Huggins and provides an example of Communist propaganda 
that was circulated against Huggins.129 Likely due to “foul play,” Huggins’s body was found on 
July 5th, 1941 after a 6-month disappearance; while the authorities declared it a suicide, many at 
the time believed that unknown assailants had killed him. This scandal took place while McKay 
was writing Amiable; after he asked his friend Simon Williamson to interview Mrs. Huggins, he 
received the following reply: “She seems difficult to find at home since the disappearance of the 
professor. I can’t say I blame her for that.”130 As for Charles C. Seifert, even though he 
“published no books and very little was published about him while he lived. . . his impact among 
influential people in Harlem was great.”131 He was a collector of African memorabilia, historian, 
and local mentor to young intellectuals, opening the Ethiopian School of Research History in a 
building that also housed his large collection, just as the fictional Professor Koazhy does in the 
novel. The respect Seifert enjoyed can be seen in Elmer Wendell Dean’s strange story entitled 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
127 William R. Scott, “Malaku E. Bayen: Ethiopian Emissary to Black America, 1936-1941," Ethiopia 
Observer, Vol. XV, No. 2 (1972).  
128 Amiable’s fictional Lij may also have been patterned on yet another Ethiopian who was in Harlem at the 
time, Tasfaye Zaphiro, who called himself Lij Tasfaye. 
129 HNM, 189. 
130 Williamson to McKay, March 16, 1941. Box 1, folder 2, Claude McKay Papers (Additions), Folder 1, 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL. 
131 Encyclopedia of African-American Culture and History, Volume 1, Jack Salzman, David Lionel Smith, 




“An Elephant Lives in Harlem.”132 Dean dedicates the story to Seifert “because his thoughts are 
set to shake loose many logs of error, ignorance and prejudice that clutter the river of life. . . He 
is considered by at least one to be the greatest thinker of our times.”133  
Thanks to his correspondence with Max Eastman, we know that in August 1934, McKay 
was living in the home of what he called “an eccentric old Negro who titles himself Professor” in 
return for “doing part-time work writing history to prove that African blacks were the founders 
of civilization.” That man was likely Seifert,134 and while the work and research proved to be 
interesting in itself for McKay, he nevertheless deplored the arrangement because “the old fool” 
was “always butting in on me with senile talk about ancient African glory.”135 Clearly, McKay 
did not share young Dean’s high regard of Seifert. Yet in Amiable, Professor Koazhy is 
portrayed entirely positively, and in fact turns out to be the secret hero of the entire tale, always 
showing up at crucial times, or waiting in hiding for the right moment. His league of 
Senegambians is an example of “behind-the-scenes” group unity put to work in protecting the 
interests of the Aframerican community. Again, the literary manifestation of Huggins/Seifert 
points to historically-active members of Harlem’s intellectual community and suggests that, 
given the right circumstances, these men could and perhaps should rise as leaders. Point of fact, 
McKay inserts a fantastic scene in Amiable where Professor Koazhy and the real Sufi Abdul 
Hamid136 collaborate to stop a group of picketing Communists led by Newton Castle. At this 
anti-Italian gathering based on an actual riot that took place in 1936, Koazhy and Sufi Hamid 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
132 McKay also uses the expression “an elephant in Harlem” but in reference to one of his own favorite 
Harlem characters, Sufi Abdul Hamid, in “Labor Steps Out in Harlem,” Nation, vol. 145 (October 16, 1937), 399-
402. Reprinted in PCM, 243-249. 
133 Elmer Wendell Dean, “An Elephant Lives in Harlem” (New York: Ethiopic Press, n.d.).  
134 Cooper says as much in Claude McKay, 297.  
135 McKay, letter to Max Eastman, August 24, 1934. Collected in PCM, 199. 
136 Sufi Abdul Hamid—born Eugene Brown—was a labor organizer. He was profiled by the FWP and 
McKay writes of him often and fondly in his articles from the 1930s and 1940s, and dedicates the final chapter to 
him and his role in organized labor in HNM, 181-262.  
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whisper to each other, then suddenly the Professor “clapped his hands and boomed, 
“Senegambians! Senegambians!” as Sufi Abdul Hamid shouts, “Any Sufists in the crowd, step 
forward!” (126). Their respective secret societies, united, snuff out the demonstration. Through 
such literary re-imagining of the archive, McKay is showing what his political and cultural ideals 
would look like in practice.  
Alongside Koazhy and the Sufi Abdul Hamid—who needs no embellishment and appears 
as himself in the novel—the Honduras-born Pablo Peixota is McKay’s ideal manifestation of a 
mature Harlem leader. Peixota is partly an idealized version of Caspar Holstein, the reformed 
gangster fondly represented in Harlem: Negro Metropolis, and partly an evolution of McKay’s 
own protagonists from previous novels. Holstein was “a wealthy Harlem Negro” who had made 
his fortune in the numbers game of the 1920s but now “dealt in real estate,” just like Peixota.137 
According to McKay, Holstein was “outstanding and upstanding in the community” as “the 
only” Harlem philanthropist, donating money “to Negro colleges and charitable institutions” and 
“scholarships for brilliant Negro students, who were too poor to enter high school and 
college.”138 He also provided financial assistance to destitute individuals and families, and often 
did so anonymously.139 McKay also admired the “artistic side” of “Holstein’s extraordinary 
activity,” for he supported writers, artists, even establishing a “fund for literary prizes” through 
Opportunity, a magazine for whom McKay contributed articles. Holstein’s political involvement 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
137 Holstein, who is thanked in the acknowledgements to HNM, was also involved in a fascinating 
kidnapping case carefully recounted in Harlem: Negro Metropolis (see pp. 102-105). I also believe that Holstein is 
the inspiration behind George Schuyler’s Oscar Holcombe character in “The Ethiopian Murder Mystery,” where 
Holcombe is, as Robert Hill points out, “chairman of the Harlem-based Help Ethiopia League” (like Peixota in 
AWBT). Schuyler takes the last syllable from his first name “Caspar” and the first syllable from his last name 
“Holstein” to create Oscar Holcombe. Moreover, the character of Professor Tankkard, a mysterious pro-Ethiopian 
activist from the Schuyler story is reminiscent of Amiable’s own Professor Koazhy (see George S. Schuyler, 
Ethiopian Stories, Ed. Robert A. Hill. Boston: Northeastern UP, 1994), 4. Schuyler’s story was published serially in 
1935-1936, and given McKay’s consultation of the “Schuyler dossier,” discussed above, he may have been familiar 
with the former’s Ethiopian stories. 
138 McKay, HNM, 102.  
139 See McKay, HNM, 104. 
108 
	  
came in the 1930s when he helped organize the Virgin Islanders—he was a native of the Virgin 
Islands—to “change from military to civil administration.” “For his aggressive part in Virgin 
Isles politics,” McKay tells us, “Holstein drew the enmity of powerful politicians” and was 
eventually imprisoned in 1937 for being a numbers operator, even though “he had long since quit 
the racket.” Since his release, McKay regretfully adds, Holstein has become “more withdrawn 
than ever.”140 One can thus detect in his fictional handling of Peixota McKay’s fantasy of 
Holstein’s continued political involvement. Further, Peixota represents McKay’s answer to many 
of his critics who saw him as giving debased and depraved portraits of criminals and working 
class Negroes. Like Holstein, Peixota has risen from a past in the numbers-game boss to become 
a respected community leader and philanthropist in middle age. As such, Peixota is a recasting of 
the vibrant and rugged truant criminals that were the protagonists of Home to Harlem and Banjo 
as a mature and wise family man. 
As Cooper puts it, “[f]or McKay, the true exemplars of the [black] race were uprooted 
but self-sufficient urban drifters,” and he was convinced that “[o]nly by wedding themselves to 
such men in their natural, unself-conscious striving for fellowship could the educated “leaders” 
of the race achieve genuine liberation for themselves and their people.”141 In McKay’s early 
fiction, the prominent example of an intellectual leader learning such lessons in black autarky is 
Ray, the Haitian intellectual who tramps around with Jake Brown in Home to Harlem and later 
with Banjo in Banjo. Amiable With Big Teeth’s relation to this major vein in McKay’s novels is 
clearly the education of Alamaya under Pablo Peixota, who once embodied the Jake Brown type 
in his youth, but who has since grown into a respected businessman. In Peixota, McKay 
synthetizes the qualities he most admires and desires in black leadership: streetwise flair, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
140 McKay, HNM, 114-115. 
141 Cooper, PCM, 131.  
109 
	  
philanthropic generosity, internationally-informed political savvy, an anti-Communist stance, 
and pro-black self-reliance. As the Haitian Ray unites himself with Jake Brown and Banjo in 
McKay’s 1920s novels, so the Ethiopian Alamaya ends Amiable by taking a job under Peixota’s 
wing. The joining of a reformed American gangster with a homeless African intellectual is 
indicative of McKay’s evolution as a politicized novelist, a development also manifested in the 
character of Dorsey Flagg. 
The misunderstood Flagg is notably Peixota’s closest acolyte, and just happens to be the 
character closest to McKay himself. Through Flagg, McKay erects his defense as an independent 
intellectual and clarifies his position in relation to Communism and the racial aesthetics inherited 
from the Harlem Renaissance. McKay makes Flagg into an intriguing yet formidable character. 
Physically big, strong and a heavy drinker, Flagg is fiercely independent, a man whose father 
“had been a prominent Republican office-holder, a friend of Frederick Douglass and also of 
Booker T. Washington” (54). Like McKay, Flagg is accused of being a Fascist and Trotskyite 
and defends himself from these accusations, explaining that he is neither Fascist nor Communist, 
nor is he a friend of Leon Trotsky’s, but that “as a democrat, he had defended [Trotsky’s] right to 
express his opinions. He had opposed the Popular Front and its drive among Aframericans, 
because it was promoted by the Soviet Dictatorship” (83). In his response to McKay’s “Labor 
Steps Out in Harlem,” Adam Clayton Powell had similarly tried “to label [McKay] a 
Trotskyite.”142 In retaliation, McKay reiterated that he was not a Trotskyite, or any kind of 
Communist, but fearlessly added that he does “have a high respect for Trotsky as a thinking man 
and none for Stalin.”143 Powell wasn’t alone; as Cooper explains in his biography, “many 
believed that McKay had gone to Russia in 1922 with the American Communist delegation as a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
142 “Claude McKay Versus Powell,” New York Amsterdam News (November 6, 1937), 4. Reprinted in 
PCM, 250-252. 
143 Ibid., 252. 
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party member,” while others “thought he had become a follower of Leon Trotsky,” but of course 
“both views were wrong, and McKay was anxious to set the record straight.”144 As both A Long 
Way From Home and Harlem: Negro Metropolis had failed to “set the record straight” to 
McKay’s satisfaction, the Dorsey Flagg character in Amiable represents McKay’s continued 
effort to clarify his exact stance. Both Peixota and Flagg are noted for their “deep detestation of 
the Communists from observation of their propaganda tactics in the Aframerican community,” 
and equally despise the Fascists for their attacks on Ethiopia, for “proscribing the Jews as 
colored people were proscribed,” and because of Hitler’s statement, in Mein Kampf, “that black 
people were half apes” (84). Also like McKay, Flagg is known for his quick temper and his 
incendiary comments. Late in the novel, for example, Flagg launches the following invective 
against Newton Castle and a new Harlem arrival, the Frenchman Jean Danou: 
“The Popular Front!” Flagg sneered.  “Take it from me Soviet Russia started the Popular 
Front in the interest of Soviet Russia.  The Popular Front is an instrument designed by the 
crafty Stalin and his fellow conspirators to confuse the nations and take Democracy on a 
grand ride of destruction.  I have opposed it and will continue to oppose it.  But who 
wants to listen to the voice of a black man in America unless it is trained to sing spirituals 
or blues?” (216). 
 
Interestingly, Tasan’s friend and Popular Front enthusiast Socialist Jean Danou, while 
disagreeing with Flagg, nevertheless admires his bravery and knowledge. McKay’s faible for the 
French makes Danou into a sympathetic character as he is the only Communist sympathizer 
shown respecting another’s opinion. For Danou, Flagg is “the real rugged individualist” (220), 
high praise for McKay.145 His opinion of Professor Koazhy, for instance, is closer to what 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
144 Cooper, Claude McKay, 306.  
145 For more on McKay’s exact notions on the importance of independence in intellectual affairs, see “An 
Open Letter to James Rorty,” where McKay writes: “I regard the independent intellectuals as the spiritual 
descendants of the prophets and skeptic philosophers, who always fearlessly opposed and criticized the priests, 
while the Communist and Fascist intellectuals, intolerant of criticism, stem straight from the scribes who always 
blindly and faithfully served the hierarchy of the priests.” He adds that there “can never be a compromise between 
the two types of intellectuals” (PCM 227). AWBT dramatizes this clash in confronting Dorsey Flagg—the 
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McKay actually thought of Professor Seifert: “The trouble with a man like that,” Flagg says of 
Koazhy, “is that he wants to be a modern scholar as well as an African medicine-man and he gets 
all tangled up in a crazy jumble of information” (15). Despite some disagreements with Flagg, 
Peixota still calls him a “friend and an honest man” (53), and is saddened when Flagg is fired 
from his college, a move contrasted to the fact that “Newton Castle still holds his job although 
everybody knows that he’s too extremely neurotic to continue to teach.  But that’s the way it 
goes.  It’s the better men who always get it in the neck” (298). The latter is a reflection of 
McKay’s own tormented situation as one of these “better men” being denied proper respect and 
employment.146  
 It is also through Flagg that McKay is able to voice his opinion on the urgent question of 
the relation between “Art and Race” in a chapter that stands out from the rest of the narrative, 
and demonstrates how the core debates of the Harlem Renaissance were still very much in play a 
decade later. The Popular Front’s Interlink sponsors a meeting to honor the work of the 
Aframerican artist Dèdé Lee where Flagg is invited by mistake. Early in his career, as a way into 
breaking into the art world, Dèdé Lee—real name Dixon Davis Lee—had been advised by a 
white critic to “Make your Aframericans brutal and bloody and big with life—“bawdacious” as 
they say in Harlem.” The critic encouraged him to “Do caricatures of the better-known 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
independent intellectual—to Newton Castle, the embodiment of the Communist pawn who cannot tolerate criticism 
and who serves the Comintern agent, Maxim Tasan.  
 146 In a moving letter to Max Eastman from August 13,1942—sent after months of silence between the two 
men as a consequence of the illness that plagued McKay until his death in 1948, and first assailed him only a month 
or two after completing AWBT—and in response to the latter’s assessment that McKay remains unemployed because 
he doesn’t “like people well enough to handle them and get along with them skillfully,” McKay reminds Eastman 
“that the chief reason why I have not had a job equal to my intellectual attainments is simply because I have no close 
academic associates nor college degree, and also I am a Negro. My racial group is even more than the white, narrow 
and hidebound about college qualifications.” He reminds Eastman that when Arthur Schomburg was offered the 
curatorial position at NYPL of the “books which he himself has collected, the Negro academicians, led by Dr. Du 
Bois, fought against the appointment on the ground that Schomburg did not possess a college degree!” Collected in 
PCM, 301-302. McKay was so alone at this period in his life that he later pleaded Eastman to come visit him in the 
hospital, assuring him in a Post Script: “I look perfectly all right externally so don’t be afraid to see me.” Letter to 
Max Eastman, December 7, 1943. Collected in PCM, 304.  
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Broadway sepians, so that the public can guess who they are without their names being 
mentioned” (255). As a result of applying this method, “Lee overcame the unconscious habit of 
making his Aframerican features appear like ‘stereotype whites,’ but he could not make them 
look human. Upon the powerful energetic bodies he invariably placed gorilla-like heads, with 
incredibly vacant, vicious and depraved faces” (256). But the final masterstroke to Lee’s work 
was how he also included “a white figure as a foil to his black, in which he reverted to his 
originally unsophisticated manner: the white faces were always rose-pink sweet” (256-257). The 
white art world praised Lee’s work as possessing a “profound social significance,” and the 
powerful art critic Magnus Chetwind declares that in Lee’s “miracle of achievement” one can 
find the “the hidden qualities, the unknown soul of a people” (262). Tellingly, the praise Lee 
receives from white critics mirrors the one McKay’s Home to Harlem enjoyed in 1928. 
Chetwind’s argument is that since Aframericans are “a humiliated and crushed minority in our 
midst,” their soul is “violent, bestial, and monstrous,” features vividly portrayed in Lee’s 
paintings. Chetwind’s assessment is followed by Prudhomme Bishop’s own lofty words on art: 
“Art is the glory of success and a tribute to the visibility of intelligence and the germs of culture 
in the crucible of common understanding.  It is the yardstick to measure the test of achievement 
and the honey that sweetens the precious nectar of the beautiful life, when we partake of the 
melodious wine of the sacrament of human fellowship” (263). For Bishop—a black associate of 
Tasan’s in his role as President of the Equal Rights Action and rival to Peixota—black artists 
have been raised “to attain the benevolent standard” of “the common culture of our American 
heritage,” and in Dèdé Lee they have, for the “first time,” approached America as a whole “with 
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the burnt-offering of a perfected artist, an expert in the execution of the general character of a 
race” (264).147  
 Hearing this, the irate Flagg cannot resist voicing his disagreement even though he had 
not planned to speak. With the rise of Facism in Europe, Flagg says, “these are times when 
minority problems which are always grave have become acute,” and they affect not only “the 
social and political status” of minorities, but also “their special artistic and literary contributions” 
(265). He goes on: “The rise to power of National Socialism has focused the mind of the world 
on the words “minority” and “race”,” and Aframericans represent “the largest minority and the 
greatest problem to the American nation.” “Against the threat of Nazism,” Flagg declares, “all 
minority groups in this country are taking stock of themselves” (265-266), and it is in this highly 
charged context and volatile times that Dèdé Lee’s drawings “are held up to national opprobrium 
by a member of their own group.” Although Flagg hopes Lee “makes plenty of money,” he 
“cannot agree with Mr. Chetwind that these graphic delineations of certain Aframerican types 
represent the soul of my people.” “What soul?” he asks. “It is not the soul of myself or any of the 
Aframericans here in this gallery.  It is not the soul of our brothers and sisters who work for you 
white folk as porters, errand boys, elevator operators, waiters, cooks and chauffeurs” (267). 
Flagg proceeds to describe how he himself interprets Lee’s Aframerican figures, and his 
assessment is reminiscent of some of the criticism McKay’s early novels received, especially in 
the black press: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
147 While Lee is a fictional character, McKay was well versed in the work of most of Harlem’s artists of the 
day. Not only did he live in the same building as Romare Bearden and Jacob Lawrence in the late 1930s, but as part 
of his work for the FWP, McKay also made extensive research on “Negro Artists in New York,” a report in which 
he personally profiled the following artists: William Ernest Braxton, Melvin Gray Johnson, Albert Alexander Smith, 
Charles H. Alston, Henry W. Bannarn, Richmond Barthé, Sara Murrell, Romare Bearden, E. Simms Campbell, 
Aaron Douglas, Beauford Delaney, Richard Bruce Nugent, Robert Savon Pious, Earle Wilton Richardson, and 
Augusta Savage. See Reel 1. Writer’s Program. New York City. Negroes of New York. Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture. NYPL. 
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these drawings are violent, bestial and monstrous.  They represent the extreme of 
depravity, imbecility and criminality.  I cannot say they are immoral, for to be moral or 
immoral one must be human.  But these Aframerican types are all inhuman.  Look at 
them again and see as I see: colored persons snarling like hounds, posed like baboons in 
the chain gang, working like zombies in the cotton field, crazy with unreasonable anger. . 
. you expect my people to accept this distorted exhibition of their race as human.  We will 
not accept it.  If we do, then Hitler is right when he says in Mein Kampf that Negroes are 
half-apes.  And the South would be certainly correct in its attitude, for such types as these 
should be quarantined. . . We refuse to accept this exhibition as the interpretation of the 
Aframerican soul.  It is if anything an assault upon the sanctuary of our soul.  Praise the 
work of Mr. Lee for its power, its originality and artistry.  But do not try to convince us 
that of such is the black man’s soul. (267-268)  
 
Just as he had explained in his letter to Eastman, McKay discovers in 1941 that the consulting of 
“notes and newspaper stories of the period” makes it “impossible to keep politics out” of an 
aesthetic project that addresses “minority problems.” Flagg is here stressing the exact same point 
by invoking the recent rise of Fascism in Europe as the main reason behind his objections to the 
wide appraisal of Lee’s monstrous representations of Aframericans.  
 The black press had criticized McKay’s early novels for their animalistic portraits of 
certain black types, and for their “treatment of lower-class black life as a slanderous attempt to 
glorify the lowest class of Negro life.”148 This point of contention among black intellectuals and 
artists, Tyrone Tillery underscores, “struck at the heart of one of the fundamental themes of the 
Renaissance: the relationship between art and society, and most particularly at the problem of 
defining a writer’s obligation—if any—to society.”149 In Amiable, McKay once again engages 
that debate, though with a radically different contribution. The added qualification by Flagg that 
Lee’s work should still be praised for “its power, its originality and artistry” suggests that 
McKay is not apologizing for his earlier works; he still believes in total artistic freedom (and 
certainly the need of artists to get paid). Flagg’s improvised speech on racial art, then, is the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
148 Tyrone Tillery. Claude McKay: A Black Poet’s Struggle for Identity. (Amherst: The University of 




strange fruit of the politicization of McKay’s own mutable aesthetic at this late stage in his 
novelistic career.  
VII 
 
Maybe it’s the great (Afro) American novel after all these years. 
- Max Eastman to Claude McKay 150 
 
McKay’s unpublished essay, “Group Life and Literature,” written toward the end of his 
stint in the FWP, can guide us through this morass of literature’s relation to minority group life, 
politics, and society. Here, McKay confirms his belief that writers who primarily treat questions 
of prejudice, disenfranchisement, discrimination, and segregation are only creating a “literature 
of protest,” and that “such subjects are not suitable for literary treatment”.151 Although he admits 
that “the literature of protest requires a special passion and outlook,” he quickly warns—
recalling Ralph Ellison’s later essays—that “[c]olored writers should bear in mind that despite 
demarcations and barriers their group life is not a gesture of eternal protest. Our life follows the 
common pattern, even like that of other groups or nations of people who have existed under 
oppression, such as: the Irish, Greeks, Jews, Indians, Chinese.” In the essay, McKay then 
proceeds to group different creative writers according to basic genres, differentiating between 
whites and blacks. First he names the “field of manners and customs,” then “the psychological” 
novel—into which he includes modernists like Proust, Joyce, Henry James, and Lawrence. Next 
comes the “sociological field,” which “has attracted the elite of the Afro-American group as 
investigators,” but sadly—in a typical McKay dig at fellow writers—a “real novelist” has yet to 
“emerge from among them.” For McKay, the “great field of literature vaster than any is the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
150 Max Eastman, letter to McKay, April 20, 1941, Box 3, Folder 69, Claude McKay Collection. Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
151 Among such writers he includes Du Bois, Walter White, and adds (by hand on his typed essay) that “A 
recent startling phenomenon is Richard Wright’s picture of Uncle Tom’s Children”. McKay, “Group Life and 
Literature,” Box 9, folder 287, Claude McKay Collection. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library. 
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romantic,” and he names his friend the “charming poet of our group” Countee Cullen as its 
shining example. McKay then moves to the “field of the lower depths of rural and urban life,” 
naming Zola and Gorky as European exemplars, and none other than himself as the only 
“colored” writer “truly representative of this field. My novels, Home to Harlem and Banjo 
belong to it.” His next statement reads like a later maturation of his 1932 piece “A Negro Writers 
to His Critics,” and sees a steadfast McKay still refusing to back down: “It is not my intention to 
explain or defend my own works. I do not think there need be any apology for a novel about the 
submerged world of the colored man. For the fact stands that the great majority of colored people 
live in the lower depths.”  
Interestingly, McKay ends with an appeal for the “minor field” of “the historical 
romance,” announcing that “our group has need of a great novelist in the historical field. A 
novelist who could depict the enthralling romance of the lives of the towering figures of the 
colored world . . .” The essay concludes with a list of such historical figures, followed by an 
enigmatic “(to be continued).”152 Although Amiable with Big Teeth is not a typical example of 
historical fiction—it chooses the immediate past as its historical context rather than a longue 
durée throwback—as a roman à clef it employs the same archival tactics, using real people and 
historical facts to weave a dramatic tale. In that sense, McKay did follow through on his 
handwritten “(to be continued)” when he depicted “the enthralling romance of the lives of the 
towering figures of the colored world” of 1936 Harlem with Amiable, and tried his hand at 
becoming the novelist he felt his group so sorely needed. 
So what had happened to Claude McKay? What had life, Communist hyenas, and his 
archival practices wrought upon the beleaguered novelist? Had he forgotten Louise Bryant’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
152 All quotes in this paragraph from McKay, “Group Life and Literature,” Box 9, folder 287, Claude 
McKay Collection. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. 
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advice, “don’t try to force your stories with propaganda. If you write a good story, that will be 
the biggest propaganda”?153 Or was it that McKay, having realized “that the Communists 
manipulate real issues to promote their propaganda,”154 now wanted to enact his own revisionist 
retaliation, to manipulate the issues his way as an independent artist through fiction? If we think 
back to the Joycean declaration that opens this essay, the Harlem we could rebuild out of the 
protean blueprints of McKay’s oeuvre would be both real and counterfactual. Yet in this 
instance, the term counter-factual seems too strong; a more appropriate term would be counter-
archival. Despite McKay’s investment in factual accuracy, he litters his novel with forgeries: 
when the official letter of the Lij proves to be a “fake,” we are reminded that archival material 
also depends on narrative, and is thereby contaminated “by the interested pressures that shape 
narrative.”155 Alamaya’s use of the letter is guided by his own sense of morality regarding group 
unity and, similarly, McKay’s literary archival deceit is differentiated from Tasan’s political 
archival deceit. McKay’s urgent revisionist history of Harlem 1936 suggests that the archive of 
“available historical narratives” were “codif[ying] moments of political failure and weakness”156 
and that his novel was meant to recodify them into triumphs and strength. As he wrote to Embree 
just prior to undertaking Amiable, “I believe that the Negro minority stands in need of a new 
orientation of positive thinking in relation to its adjustment with the forces of labor and the 
majority in general.”157 Instead of a series of actual leadership tragedies—by 1941, Huggins, 
Bayen, and Sufi Abdul Hamid were dead, Holstein was just out of jail, and Siefert was sort of a 
crank—McKay’s revisionist history puts a positive, empowering spin on facts.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
153 ALWFH, 196. 
154 “Claude McKay Replies to Poston on Solution of Negro Problems,” New Leader (December 7, 1940), 5. 
Reprinted in PCM 261-264. 
155 Booth, 275.  
156 Ibid. 
157 McKay, letter to Edwin Embree, 10 November, 1940, Julius Rosenwald Fund archives (microfilm). 
Amistad Research Center at Tulane University, New Orleans, Louisiana. 
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As McKay himself observed in his working notes for HNM: “Behind the headlines lies 
the real throbbing life of Harlem.”158 By ultimately redeploying his carefully-compiled records in 
the service of an alternative history—thus “against the grain”—McKay’s novel provides the 
necessary narrative to make a new, recuperative diasporic archive meaningful. As Marilyn Booth 
suggests in another context, this kind of archival historical fiction maps “an alternative route to 
present and future possibility.”159 By giving living form to the events of 1936 in his novel, 
McKay approaches the archival as a state of hibernation in an Ellisonian sense; as a “covert 
preparation for a more overt action,”160 and thus fashions his novel, like his FWP colleague 
Ralph Ellison, “as a raft of hope.”161 The non-fictional HNM could only go so far in fulfilling 
McKay’s vision; without a novelization, the intensity of forces, the human interplay, the savory 
characters, would be lost to history, relegated to the “unprocessed” archive. 
For McKay, the archive is not solely a positivist repository of facts that then become 
history, but rather a source of clues that can position the reader in an empowered relation to past 
and future, lending itself to aesthetic interpretation. I have in mind here the sense that Franco 
Moretti gives to clues in his Signs Taken for Wonders, where he argues that “clues are not facts, 
but rather rhetorical figures; clues represent a moment of multiple possibilities of signification 
and semantic ambiguity.”162 In this way, the literary metamorphosis of facts into clues points to 
an archival morality where factual evidence is shown to always be manipulated, made malleable 
by poetic and deceitful political hands, and thereby takes “advantage of the novel’s capacity for 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
158 McKay, Notebook, Box 11, folder 338, CMC. 
159 Booth, 278.  
160 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man. [1952]. (New York: Vintage-Random, 1995),13. 
161 Introduction. 1981. Ellison, Invisible Man, xx. 
162 Joseph Jonghyun Jeon, “Memories of Memories: Historicity, Nostalgia, and Archive in Bong Joon-ho’s 
Memories of Murder,” Cinema Journal (Vol. 51, No. 1, Fall 2011), 76.  See Franco Moretti, Signs Taken for 
Wonders: On the Sociology of Literary Forms (New York: Verso, 1983), 145–146; see also Carlo Ginzburg’s 
eloquent history of clues in “Clues: Roots of an Evidential Paradigm,” Clues, Myths, and the Historical Method, 
trans. John and Anne C. Tedeschi (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), 96–125. 
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telling the truth while actually telling a ‘lie’.”163 It is in this sense that McKay’s archival aesthetic 
is a hidden ethic, a responsibility he feels toward his readers. In reconstituting, reactivating, 
reclassifying and rewriting his own vagabond archive, McKay appropriates for himself, and in 
the service of his community, the strategies usually reserved for institutional or imperial 
governance. Ultimately, McKay suggests that to treat documents with unflinching hardness 
devoid of creative narrativization is to approach the world with a fundamentally subjugated 
mindset. We can thus read the archival practices that led to the crafting of Amiable as a schooling 
in what we can do with “facts,” a didactic impetus that has always been latent in McKay. 
For all these reasons, and more, it is truly tragic that Amiable was not published the year 
it was written in 1941—just a year after Wright’s Native Son—as it might have solidified 
McKay’s status as one of the foremost black prose writers of his day, and clarified his dedication 
to his own group. McKay’s colleague Simon Williamson shared these high hopes for Amiable, 
telling McKay that it will come “at an opportune time of social change, development and 
disillusion of the Negro,” and that thanks to his novel, Negroes “will be in a better position to 
form a practical alliance for group survival and cultural and economic development.164 With the 
belated discovery of Amiable with Big Teeth, it seems that the archive can now begin to give 
back what McKay wanted it to provide all those years ago.  
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
163 Ellison, “Introduction,” xxii. 
164 Williamson, letter to McKay, 1 June 1941, Claude McKay Papers (Additions), Box 1, Folder 2, 





“Something New in Photo-Journalism”: 
Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison and the Shift from Documentary to Archival 
 
“Maybe the history of the Clinic is a more important experiment than the Clinic itself.” 
- Fredric Wertham to Richard Wright1 
 
The back cover of ‘48 The Magazine of the Year’s June issue advertises that “Next 
Month’s” edition will include a “Photo-Report by Ralph Ellison and Gordon Parks” entitled 
“HARLEM IS NOWHERE,” and offers the following tantalizing preview and caption (Fig. 1): 
“‘A thousand clinics could not cure the sense of unreality that haunts Harlem as it haunts the 
world.’ A brilliant writer and a distinguished photographer, with a sensitive comprehension of 
their own people, examine New York’s troubled Negro city as a laboratory for universal 
problems.”2 What is particularly striking about this back-cover announcement, aside from its 
naïve phraseology, is the fact that this intended collaboration between Parks and Ellison never 
appeared. What we do have, in the form of the penultimate essay of Shadow and Act (published 
16 years later in 1964), is Ellison’s text minus Parks’ photographs and the accompanying 
captions Ellison had prepared. “Harlem is Nowhere” is Ellison’s piece on the Lafargue Clinic, a 
grassroots psychiatric facility he famously called “an underground extension of democracy” and 
“one of Harlem’s most important institutions.”3  
This clinic, as a small yet growing body of scholarship shows, played a key role in 
Ellison’s professional development, both as writer and photographer, just as it exerted a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Fredric Wertham to Richard Wright, 12 May 1953, Box 8, Folder 1677, Richard Wright Papers. Yale 
Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. From now on, RWP. 
2 Back cover, ‘48 Magazine of the Year, June 1948. Box 4. Lafargue Clinic Records. New York Public 
Library, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York, NY. From now on LFR. 
3 Ralph Ellison, “Harlem is Nowhere,” The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison. Ed. John F. Callahan (New 
York: Modern, 2003), 320. 
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profound influence on 
Ellison’s mentor, 
Richard Wright.4 The 
latter, in fact, not only 
served on the Clinic’s 
Board of Directors, but 
intimately collaborated 
with the Clinic’s 
founder, Dr. Fredric 
Wertham, from the 
beginning, helping to 
make the doctor’s 
 
Figure 1. Back Cover, ’48 Magazine of the Year, June 1948. The photo-essay 
notwithstanding, their next issue as a whole promised to be memorable. 
dream of a free psychiatric clinic in Harlem come to life. Whereas Ellison was unable to publish 
his essay on Lafargue until 1964 (sans photos)—at which time the clinic had been closed for 
over 5 years—Wright had successfully released, in 1946, his own “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem” 
in Free World magazine, accompanying his essay with photographs “specially made” by Richard 
Saunders.5 By then, Wright was an old hand at combining his prose with pictures, having 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 See Shelly Eversley, “The Lunatic’s Fancy and the Work of Art,” American Literary History, Vol. 13, 
No. 3, (Autumn, 2001): pp. 445-468; James E. Reibman, “Ellison’s Expanding Circle: Legal and Psychological 
Ramifications of Invisibility: Ralph Ellison, Fredric Wertham, M.D., and the Lafargue Clinic: Civil Rights and 
Psychiatric Services in Harlem,” Oklahoma City University Law Review 26 (2001): pp. 1041-55; Sara Blair, Harlem 
Crossroads: Black Writers and the Photograph in the Twentieth Century (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton UP, 
2007); Jean-Christophe Cloutier, “The Comic-Book World of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man,” Novel: A Forum on 
Fiction 43.2 (Summer 2010): pp. 294-319; Gabriel N. Mendes, “A Deeper Science: Richard Wright, Dr. Fredric 
Wertham, and the Fight for Mental Healthcare in Harlem, NY, 1940-1960.” Brown University, 2010. 
(http://ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/ login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/763155617?accounted=10026); J. 
Bradford Campbell, “The Schizophrenic Solution: Dialectics of Neurosis and Anti-psychiatric Animus in Ralph 
Ellison’s Invisible Man,” Novel: A Forum on Fiction 43.3 (Fall 2010): pp.443-465. 
5 Richard Wright, “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem,” Free World, September, 1946. Saunders later worked 




published 12 Million Black Voices in 1941. Although primarily prose stylists, it is important to 
remember that both Wright and Ellison were also photographers, experimenting in collaborative 
yet also competitive ways throughout the 1940s, as Wright continued to establish his legacy and 
Ellison sought to make a place for himself on the writerly and photographic scene. The Lafargue 
Clinic itself became a kind of cipher for crucial contemporary issues: the victory over 
segregation in America, Harlem’s spreading problem with juvenile delinquency, and the lack of 
psychiatric and social care for African Americans.  
Tracing the trope of visuality as it emerges in the writings of both Ellison and Wright 
allows us to appreciate the extent to which the two authors differed in their contrasting visions of 
the Clinic and its aesthetic relevance. And yet, despite their divergent aesthetics, both Wright and 
Ellison insist on approaching this psychiatric facility with photography, that emblem of 
documentary truth. The photograph’s cachet as wedged shrapnel of the real, what Roland 
Barthes calls its “evidential force,”6 is precisely what draws Wright to photography and what 
troubles Ellison. Where the elder relies on photography’s power to provide a documentary 
record, to show the “reality of the Negro problem,” the younger seeks to preserve his fragmented 
“sense of unreality that haunts Harlem as it haunts the world.” To that end, Ellison devises a 
complex shooting script for Gordon Parks—himself a writer—that complicates photography’s 
inherent claim to objective reality, convinced as he is that Harlem is not simply a pictorial 
opportunity, but rather a “Pictorial Problem,” the title he gave to this shooting script. One might 
even say that the basic difference between Wright and Ellison is that where the latter sees a 
“Pictorial Problem,” the former finds his solution in the pictorial.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography. Trans. Richard Howard [1981] (New York: 
Hill and Wang, a Division of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2010), 89.  
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Wright’s relation to photography is not as vexed, but rather falls within his ongoing 
efforts to document the Clinic, and thus prove its existence in the first place. Throughout his 
entire oeuvre, it could be argued, Wright is concerned with making his doubting-Thomas 
audience see and believe. He seeks to convince readers of the truth of his words and message, 
and often uses photography as additional, irrefutable proof of the accuracy of his psychological 
and sociological claims. Ellison, on the other hand, is seduced by the subjective, artistic 
perspective photography can tease out through careful technique. More importantly, as he 
explains to his friend Albert Murray during a discussion on 
photography, Ellison needs a camera to mediate the 
intensity of the real: “You know me, I have to have 
something between me and reality when I’m dealing with it 
most intensely”7 (Fig. 2). There is something hidden 
beneath the surface of Harlem for Ellison, where “the real 
and the unreal merge, and the marvelous beckons from 
behind the same sordid reality that denies its existence.”8 I 
argue that with “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem” (1946) and 
“Harlem is Nowhere” (1948), both Wright and Ellison, 
respectively, use what are on the surface promotional 
pieces for the Lafargue Mental Hygiene Clinic as a means to experiment with, and validate, their 
distinct aesthetic relation to documentary evidence.  
Despite selecting the same subject of investigation, and reaching for the same 
combination of visual and textual instruments, I propose that the juxtaposition of Wright and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Ralph Ellison, Letter to Albert Murray, 16 March 1956, Trading Twelves: The Selected Letters of Ralph 
Ellison and Albert Murray. Eds. Albert Murray and John F. Callahan (New York: Vintage Books, 2000), 118.   
8 Ellison, “Harlem is Nowhere,” 322.  
Figure 2. Ralph Ellison with camera 
and tripod on Columbia campus, 
Undated. (Box 3, Folder “Contact 
Sheets,” Ralph Ellison Collection, 
Prints & Photographs Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington). 
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Ellison’s respective photo-essays suggests that the disparity between their aesthetic commitments 
hinges on a postwar shift from the documentary to the archival. Their clash dramatizes a core 
debate at the heart of the twentieth-century American novel: does the African-American writer 
have a duty to write “protest” novels or does his allegiance lie elsewhere, in another, more 
universal artistic realm? The didacticism of social realism is one of the ways novelists use 
documentary evidence, deploying data as a claim to legitimate their political message, and 
Wright’s writings on Harlem and the Clinic, as well as his other sociological pieces concerned 
with poverty, delinquency, and crime—notably his forceful introduction to St-Clair Drake and 
Horace Cayton’s Black Metropolis—appeal to the evidentiary elitism of statistical work and 
photographic representations. In that sense, Wright is not so much writing “protest novels” as he 
practices an embedded archiving of social facts in his fiction. His lifelong social-realist 
commitments are deployed in the service of immediately rendering visible those few institutions 
favorable to the uplift of African Americans.  
Ellison, however, uses his own aborted photo-essay on the clinic to depict the “unreality” 
that plagues the postwar African American, an atmospheric excess obscured by historical fact 
and documentary record. Yet it’s important to recognize how his attempt to offer “something 
new in photo journalism,” as he puts it, is authorized by Wright’s pioneering efforts: Ellison’s 
belated intervention is erected on the tangible existence of the Clinic that Wright’s earlier piece 
has concretized. Moreover, “Harlem is Nowhere,” when read in the light of a highly suggestive, 
unpublished set of notes located in Ellison’s “Lafargue Clinic” folder at the Library of Congress, 
documents the way in which how Ellison looked at the clinic became integral to his evolving 
conception of invisibility and to his overall aim to be a socially responsible novelist. Although he 
was unable to use Parks’ photographs in 1948, he transformed them into prose-images and 
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repurposed them in his 1952 novel, and again in 1964 in a special Harper’s magazine version of 
“Harlem is Nowhere” that points to his second novel-in-progress, Three Days Before the 
Shooting.  
The Lafargue Clinic 
How did this Clinic, which opened on March 8, 1946, and closed its doors in 1959, come 
to have such importance for Harlem and for the trajectory of African-American literature? How 
did it come to be, who were the players involved, and why was there such a felt need for 
Lafargue’s arrival? Answering these questions today may be just as important—if not more so— 
than the urgent reasons that made the Clinic come into existence after World War II. Indeed, as 
Wertham wrote to his friend Wright, who had recently expatriated himself to France, “[m]aybe 
the history of the Clinic is a more important experiment than the Clinic itself.” The Lafargue 
Clinic, as the first mental hygiene clinic ever established in Harlem—where about 400,000 
African Americans were packed 1600 per acre—was a form of direct social action. Hilde L. 
Mossé, the clinic’s Physician-in-Charge, contextualizes its emergence in her unpublished 
recollections on the clinic: 
discrimination was so intense that it was almost impossible for any black person to get 
psychiatric care anywhere in New York except in city and state hospitals where the care 
was minimal. Those who could afford private care also had great difficulty finding 
psychiatrists because many of their leases had a clause which said that they were 
forbidden to treat black patients.9 
 
The Clinic came into existence mainly through the collaborative efforts of Richard Wright, 
Reverend Shelton Hale Bishop, and the drive of Dr. Fredric Wertham—who later became 
infamous for his relentless crusade against crime and horror comic-books in the 1950s (as I 
discuss in my next chapter). Wertham was a well-respected psychiatrist in charge of the mental 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Hilde L. Mossé, “Child Psychiatry and Social Action: An Integral Part of the History of American Child 
Psychiatry,” [1981], p.3. Box 2, Folder 1, LCR.  
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hygiene branch of Queens General Hospital and president of the Association for the 
Advancement of Psychotherapy when he also adopted the title of Lafargue’s Director. He had 
been attempting to open such a clinic for over a decade but had been unable to convince either 
the city of New York or private philanthropists to provide financial backing. Reverend Bishop, 
the rector of the St. Philips Protestant Episcopal Church, upon Ellison’s suggestion, offered two 
dingy rooms in the Church’s basement for the clinic, rent free. Father Bishop was very 
influential and active in the community; by gaining the respect of their leaders, he had personally 
acted as mediator between two large rival juvenile gangs, the “Sabers” and the “Slicksters.”10  
 One of the immediate aims of the clinic was in fact to counter the growing violence and 
criminality perpetrated by Harlem’s staggering number of juvenile delinquents. As this particular 
demographic was targeted, and since Father Bishop already enjoyed the respect of Harlem’s 
youth gangs, it was not uncommon to see these “delinquents” come to the clinic, first out of 
curiosity and then for treatment. Dr. Mossé recalls that “one of the gang leaders became a patient 
of the clinic. He came to the clinic accompanied by two bodyguards who stood in front of the 
door of the parish house. He was afraid that a member of a rival gang might stab him […] this 
boy had a severe reading disorder and almost never attended school.”11 The entire staff of the 
clinic worked as volunteers and received no remuneration. There was a charge of 25 cents to 
those patients who could spare it, 50 cents if they required a member of the staff to provide court 
testimony (these funds largely went to postage and carfare for those who could not afford it).  
The clinic’s program was outlined in a small pamphlet that was made available around 
Harlem:  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Father Bishop is one of the figures featured in the photographs of both Richard Wright’s “Psychiatry 
Comes to Harlem,” FREE WORLD (September, 1946), and in Gordon Parks’ “Harlem Gang Leader,” LIFE 
magazine (November 1, 1948).  




The Lafargue Clinic is a clinic for the treatment of all kinds of nervous and mental 
disorders and behavior difficulties of adults and children. Its emphasis is not on testing 
and retesting, but on practical, intensive and if necessary prolonged psychotherapy. The 
diagnostic and psychotherapeutic methods employed are in accordance with the highest 
scientific standards.12 
 
According to Mossé, there “was no dearth of volunteers” and every member of the staff was 
“highly qualified.”13 The clinic was able to secure the services of mental health workers, social 
workers, psychologists, psychiatrists, psychiatric nurses, special education teachers, speech and 
reading therapists, and secretaries. Not only did the clinic abolish segregation in terms of their 
clientele, and at the level of the working staff as well. Dr. André Tweed—who is prominently 
featured in the photographs from Wright’s piece on the clinic—was the first ever black 
psychiatrist employed by a mental hygiene clinic in New York, and he had been brought to the 
clinic through Dr. Wertham’s influence. What the clinic’s first patients revealed was that most of 
the problems suffered by the community members stemmed from a lack of elementary social 
care and generalized neglect by the state, not to mention the larger psychological wounds created 
through segregation. The fact that the Federal government was unwilling to subsidize the clinic, 
and that no social agencies or philanthropists were willing to help throughout the years during 
which Wertham tried to open a facility like this, is emblematic of the difficulties confronting 
African Americans in postwar America.  
The clinic quickly became a lively democratic center of social, psychological, political, 
and artistic action, even though the community did not always understand its intentions. As 
Ralph Martin’s 1946 piece “Doctor’s Dream in Harlem” stresses, Wertham was careful to 
prevent misunderstandings of his work. Martin quotes Wertham:  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 “Lafargue Clinic” folder. Box 203. Ralph Ellison Papers. Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington, DC 20540 (from now on REP). The pamphlet also featured a photograph of the man for whom the 
clinic is named. Paul Lafargue was a Cuban-born black French physician who married Karl Marx’s daughter. That’s 
right, Karl Marx’s son in law.  
13 Mossé, 6. 
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And I don’t want anybody to get an idea we’re specializing in some interracial project, 
because we’re not […] We’re here in Harlem because this is where the need is greatest. 
And we’re not here to make a study of the Negro, because the Negro’s problem is just 
an exaggeration of what happens to all other people anyway. Only here it’s so much 
more naked and obvious.14 
 
This statement seems to accord with Ellison’s view of Harlem as a metonym for the world, as the 
“Next Month” preview cited at the opening of this chapter attests. Moreover, given that in 
Harlem the “Negro’s problem” is “so much more naked and obvious,” the clinic itself seems to 
call out for a pictorial treatment; in Harlem, the problem is ready for its close-up.  
Wertham called his treatment and approach “Social Psychiatry,” which means that the 
psychiatrist has to “understand a patient’s economic and community life, as well as his sex life,” 
before providing the correct treatment. This desegregated institution not only provided direct 
relief for the immediate Harlem community, but also led to a reinforced front in battling racial 
inequality in the United States. Dr. Wertham, and the research he conducted at the clinic, was 
instrumental in the 1954 Supreme Court decision to abolish school segregation in the case of 
Brown v. Board of Education. In 1951, Thurgood Marshall, then chief attorney for the Legal 
Defense Fund of the NAACP, asked Wertham for help in winning a lawsuit contesting the statute 
of school segregation brought by a group of children—represented by their parents—against the 
state of Delaware. Wertham had the children brought to Lafargue with the idea of framing the 
problem in a new way: he asked whether school segregation was injurious to the mental health of 
children and whether it constituted a public health problem. Crucially, he also made sure to study 
the effects of segregation on both black and white children, which “revealed the possibility that 
white children, too, may be harmed by school segregation.”15 Wertham’s court testimony was the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Ralph G. Martin, “Doctor’s Dream in Harlem.” The New Republic (June 3, 1946), 798. 
15 James E. Reibman, “Ellison’s Expanding Circle: Legal and Psychological Ramifications of Invisibility: 
Ralph Ellison, Fredric Wertham, M.D., and the Lafargue Clinic: Civil Rights and Psychiatric Services in Harlem.” 
Oklahoma City University Law Review 26 (2001): 1048. 
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very first instance of psychiatry being used in a case of this kind, and it had considerable impact. 
As Reibman recounts, “Wertham’s presence and his cogent argument detailing the results of his 
research so persuaded Chancellor Collins Seitz that in his legal opinion he both quotes and 
paraphrases Wertham’s testimony.”16  
The doctor’s testimony in the Delaware cases was incorporated into the legal argument 
used in Brown v. Board. Thurgood Marshall wrote Wertham after the cases were decided, telling 
him, in part, “I hope that you and the members of your clinic will have satisfaction in knowing 
that your great efforts contributed significantly to the end result.”17 As Reibman puts it, the 
Lafargue Clinic, “which began so modestly, has now achieved major national recognition.”18  
And yet, in spite of tremendously favorable publicity, the clinic closed its doors in 1959, “when 
circumstances had changed in such a way that it was not possible for this type of free clinic to 
survive.”19 Chief among these circumstances was the opening of a mental hygiene branch within 
Harlem Hospital, even though, as Mossé puts it, this new facility was “not able to take care of 
the needs of the community. Our long waiting list proves this conclusively.”20 Yet in its heyday, 
the clinic benefitted from a fair amount of publicity and documentation from multiple well-
respected media outlets: newspapers, magazines, journals, and was even featured in an NBC 
program entitled “The House I Enter: A Portrait of the American Doctor,” which aired on 
Sunday, October 27, 1957. Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison participated in this historical and 
pictorial record of the Lafargue Clinic, eventually integrating its approach to desegregated 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Ibid., 1047-48.  
17 Quoted in Reibman, 1049. 
18 Reibman, 1049. Although Dr. Wertham is today most remembered as the man who tried to ban comic 
books in the 1950s, he was also quite forward-thinking and courageous. As early as 1948, Wertham publicly 
advocated desegregation and “the repeal of all laws against homosexual acts by consenting adults” (Mossé 16).  
19 Mossé, 12. 
20 Mossé, Letter to Dr. Paul H. Hoch of New York State of Mental Hygiene. Box 1, LCR.  
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psychotherapy into their novelistic practices in ways that reflect their distinct political and 
artistic agendas. 
Blueprint for Wright Writing 
The moment in which Richard Wright wrote “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem,” to celebrate 
the clinic’s opening in 1946, represents a crucial crossroads in his career as an artist and 
intellectual, coming as it does immediately preceding his expatriation to Paris, France. In terms 
of publication, the previous year had been equally momentous; his autobiography, Black Boy, 
appeared, as did his introduction to St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton’s seminal sociological 
treatise Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City. It is difficult to understate 
the latter text’s significance for our understanding of Wright’s intellectual trajectory. Wright 
wrote the introduction to Black Metropolis roughly two miles East of Québec City in the village 
of Sainte-Pétronille on the Ile D’Orléans, Canada. Vacationing for a few months in “French 
Quebec” with his family, Wright was seeking refuge from Communists, American racism, and 
what he now considered the toxic, competitive atmosphere of New York’s artistic scene.  
In addition to letting him write this introduction in peace, the trip also afforded him the 
opportunity for covertly testing his French-speaking skills before his permanent (and still secret) 
move to France the next year. Wright confirms the importance of this introduction in a letter to 
his friend and patron Ida Guggenheimer: “I’ve been working hard on the introduction to a book 
called Black Metropolis . . . In this introduction, I’m coming out and saying some things I’ve 
wanted to say for a long, long time.”21 The fresh change in location and atmosphere seems to 
have provided Wright with a new way to look at the “interpretation of Negro life.” During his 
first trip to Québec—this time the woods of Gatineau—in the summer of 1944, he had told 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21  Wright, Letter to Guggenheimer, July 13 1945. Box 1. Ida Guggenheimer Papers. Schomburg Center. 
From now on, IGP. Ida Guggenheimer was also Ellison’s patron; he dedicated Invisible Man “To Ida.” 
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Guggenheimer, “Really, if you want to see how foolish and wrong the policy on the Negro is, 
look at it from the point of view of a foreign country.”22 Wright’s stay in Québec gave him this 
novel point of view, and allowed him to bask in his impression that “there is no race prejudice 
here, none whatsoever.”23 In the same letter, Wright underscores the importance of perspective—
of literally seeing things from a new vantage point—and his hope that his introduction can 
provide the solution:  
… only when a concept has been forged can the Negro problem be seen, can its relation 
to the nation be shown, etc. That is my objection to the Liberals, too . . . But they do not 
have any place from which to see the Negro problem in all its complexity. The Negro can 
be the true yard stick to measure the depth of any political program.  
I do hope that introduction I wrote for Black Metropolis will help to clarify some 
of the problems facing Negroes; and I think that the book will too. In this introduction, I 
take issue with both the political Left and Right on the issue of the Negro. I’m showing 
that both want to convert the Negro problem from a race, cultural, economic, political, 
and national problem into something which they can control and handle.24 
 
Wright’s belief that the “Negro can be the true yard stick to measure the depth of any political 
program” recalls Wertham’s statement, cited earlier, that “the Negro’s problem is just an 
exaggeration of what happens to all other people anyway.” It also prefigures Wright’s later White 
Man, Listen! lecture on “The Literature of the Negro in the United States” where he famously 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Wright, letter to Ida Guggenheimer, August 24 1944. Box 1, IGP. 
23 Wright, letter to Ida Guggenheimer. July 20 1945. Box 1. IGP. Wright mysteriously adds, “Strange that a 
place that the people in the States take exception to, should be so liberal in matters of race, eh? I think I know the 
answer to this, and I’ll discuss it with you when I see you.” Is the “place” that the USA “take exception to” Canada, 
or Québec specifically? And what is their problem with it? In another letter, Wright mentions an unfortunate 
incident where a black man was refused service in a Quebec City hotel owned and operated by Anglophones. When 
the man subsequently sought entry in a Francophone hotel, he encountered no difficulties. 
24 Ibid. In the letter, Wright goes on to add: “I’ve written Ralph twice, but have no answer from him; he 
must [be] busy.” Actually, as the archive can now reveal, Ellison had not received Wright’s letters, and Ida 
eventually had to send him her own letter to read.24 In a letter dated July 22, 1945, Ellison opens: “I read your letter 
to Ida last week but your card is the first direct mail I’ve received thus far. Perhaps the letter got lost, or misplaced in 
a censor’s pigeon hole” (Box 97 Folder 1314, Richard Wright Papers). “Ralph” was indeed busy, in part because he 
was gathering newspaper clippings to send Wright in order to keep the latter informed of the latest developments. 
Ellison was also beginning to write what would become Invisible Man, in short, both he and Wright were at the time 
intensely engaging with tropes of visuality as a means of clarifying “some of the problems facing Negroes.” 
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declares that “The Negro is America’s metaphor.”25 Importantly, in both his letter to 
Guggenheimer and in White Man, Listen!, Wright’s language is framed by visuality: in the letter, 
he emphasizes the need for a “way of looking at life,” a “place from which to see the Negro 
problem in all its complexity”; and in the book he devises “concepts as a magnifying glass”26 and 
borrows Nietzsche’s notion of “Frog Perspectives” to “describe someone looking from below 
upward.”27  
Indeed, Wright’s language revolves around sight throughout his introduction to Black 
Metropolis. Black Metropolis (BM) is an interdisciplinary text that blends currents from history 
and psychology under the auspices of the burgeoning urban sociology that would define the 
Chicago School. Wright’s introduction exposes the reciprocal relationship between his own 
aesthetic project and the work done by prominent sociologists and psychiatrists of the time; the 
relation between literature and social sciences serves to substantiate the one through the other. 
Besides the fact that it lent scientific credibility to his own oeuvre, Wright admired Drake and 
Cayton’s book because he felt it outlined “the facts of urban Negro life” and “thus rendered 
visible”28 what “whites do not see and do not want to see.”29  
Wright opens his introduction with “keen pride” for the book, calling it “a landmark of 
research and scientific achievement” and that he also feels “personally identified with the 
material in the book.”30 The scientific and the personal, here stressed, are the two poles 
animating not just Wright’s introductory essay, but arguably his entire oeuvre. BM’s central 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Richard Wright, Black Power: Three Books from Exile: Black Power; The Color Curtain; and White 
Man, Listen! (New York: HarperPerennial, 2008), 734. In this same lecture, Wright reflects on his stay in Quebec, 
and calls the province “one of the few real surviving remnants of feudal culture on the American continent” (732). I 
address this further in Chapter 4. 
26 Ibid., 731.   
27 Ibid., 656. 
28 Richard Wright, “Introduction” to St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton’s Black Metropolis: A Study of 
Negro Life in a Northern City. 1945. 2 vols. (New York: Harcourt, 1970), xxx. 
29 Ibid., xxviii.   
30 Ibid., xvii.  
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subject allows Wright to ruminate on the formative impact that the city, the metropolis, has had 
on this Mississippi boy. In a suggestive passage, Wright confesses how Chicago had forced him 
to feel “those extremes of possibility, death and hope,” and had instilled in him a “yearning to 
write, to tell my story.” He goes on: “But I did not know what my story was, and it was not until 
I stumbled upon science that I discovered some of the meanings of the environment that battered 
and taunted me.”31 Wright, it seems, could not narrativize his story without “stumbling” upon 
science; his vagabond experiences fortuitously led him to his documentary muse. In his 
encounter with men who were “amassing facts about urban Negro life,” Wright articulates his 
documentary aesthetics: “I found that sincere art and honest science were not far apart, that each 
could enrich the other.”32 In other words, “The huge mountain of fact piled up by the Department 
of Sociology at the University of Chicago gave me my first concrete vision of the forces that 
molded the urban Negro’s body and soul.”33 Wright even lists how facts have “enriched” all of 
his artistic accomplishments: 
It was from the scientific findings of men like the late Robert E. Park, Robert Redfield, 
and Louis Wirth that I drew the meanings for my documentary book, 12,000,000 Black 
Voices; for my novel, Native Son; it was from their scientific facts that I absorbed some 
of that quota of inspiration necessary for me to write Uncle Tom’s Children and Black 
Boy. Black Metropolis, Drake’s and Cayton’s scientific statement about the urban Negro, 
pictures the environment out of which the Bigger Thomases of our nation come; and it is 
the environment of the Bosses of the Buildings; and it is the environment to which Negro 
boys and girls turn their eyes when they hear the word Freedom.34 
 
In short, Wright sifts through the newest compiled data available and immediately makes his 
fiction match the fact. This casts archival research as both source of material and source of 
inspiration. Here, as well as in the autobiographical book he had just published, Black Boy, 
Wright strangely skips over the fact that Chicago is also where he first became a member of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Ibid., xvii.  
32 Ibid., xviii. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid.  
134 
	  
Federal Writers’ Project, and where he began not only tapping into its statistical and folkloric 
archives, but also directly contribute to its growth.35 His “stumble” is really a meticulous and 
studied trajectory. 
The impetus behind Wright’s approach has to do with revealing, exposing, picturing: in 
short, a photographic process of proof, of documenting the real as a means for the public to 
absorb what he says as truth. The work of these sociologists and psychiatrists complements his 
artistic—and “personal”—documentation with the objectivity of science. Yet what Wright 
particularly commends in the Chicago School is that its leading members “were not afraid to 
urge their students to trust their feelings for a situation or an event, were not afraid to stress the 
role of insight, and to warn against a slavish devotion to figures, charts, graphs, and sterile 
scientific techniques.” In short, he adds, the resulting works are “[s]cientific volumes brilliantly 
characterized by insight and feeling.”36 The latter is precisely the balance Wright seeks in his 
own literary output, if somewhat reversed: Insightful literature brilliantly characterized by 
scientific truth. He had more or less already said as much in “How Bigger Was Born,” when 
Wright first divulged what I would call the interplay between his aesthetic and archival 
sensibilities. “An imaginative novel,” Wright there explains, “represents the merging of two 
extremes; it is an intensely intimate expression on the part of a consciousness couched in terms 
of the most objective and commonly known events.”37 The novelist’s imagination, Wright adds, 
is “a kind of self-generating cement which glued his facts together, and his emotions as a kind of 
dark and obscure designer of those facts.”38 Only such a combination—as opposed to a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 He more or less dismisses his years on the FWP in Black Boy, casually stating that “From the Federal 
Experimental Theater, I was transferred to the Federal Writers’ Project, and I tried to earn my bread by writing 
guidebooks” (Wright, Black Boy [1945]. [New York: HarperPerennial, 2006], 376). 
36 Wright, “Introduction” to BM, xix.  




contradiction—can create a “place from which to see the Negro problem in all its complexity,” 
as he wrote Guggenheimer. Thus, despite its basis in fact, the force of Wright’s art stems from 
his talent for infusing the clinical documentarian treatment with the viscera of raging life.  
Even though Wright seems to agree with the Chicago School’s warning against having “a 
slavish devotion” to tabulated statistics, he is nevertheless quick to rely on their gathered data to 
prove the accuracy of his own works: “If, in reading my novel, Native Son, you doubted the 
reality of Bigger Thomas, then examine the delinquency rates cited in this book; if, in reading 
my autobiography, Black Boy, you doubted the picture of family life shown there, then study the 
figures on family disorganization given here.”39 The passage almost contradicts his warning not 
to rely too much on figures and rates, so eager is he to claim the evidentiary power of science for 
his art. What Wright appreciates is the cyclical substantiation at play: he both appeals to the 
statistical work found in Black Metropolis as irrevocable proof that his texts are accurate 
representations of the reality of “Negro life”—therefore of his accomplishments as an artist—and 
these same statistics imbue Wright’s art with the authority of social science. The underlying 
message further suggested here is that Wright is engaged—both as novelist and non-fiction 
writer—in the task of persuasion, regardless of the means or form.  
Wright follows this naked embrace of science’s “enrichment” of his art with a 
comparison that belies the naturalist’s fatalism (even though he prefers to think of himself as a 
“psychologist” rather than a “naturalist.”)40 “After studying the social processes in this book,” 
Wright declares, “you cannot expect Negro life to be other than what it is. To expect the contrary 
would be like expecting to see Rolls-Royces coming off the assembly lines at Ford’s River 
Rouge plant!” Wright takes this determinism further: “The imposed conditions under which 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Wright, “Introduction” to BM, xx.  
40 See “The Position of the Negro Artist and Intellectual in American Society,” unpublished lecture, Box 5, 
Folder 19, Constance Webb Papers. Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Columbia University.  
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Negroes live detail the structure of their lives like an engineer outlining the blue-prints for the 
production of machines.”41 This comes in stark contrast to the famous statement made by the 
founder of Chicago School, Robert E. Park, when first meeting Wright: “How in Hell did you 
happen?” In an unpublished lecture given in Paris, “The Position of the Negro Artist and 
Intellectual in American Society,” Wright delights in this anecdote as it marks him as an 
anomalous independent monad among the conditioned Negro masses; the lone, unexplainable 
flower in the desert. In that self-congratulatory lecture, Wright ascribes to himself independence 
from philanthropy, institutional education, and any other forms of ideological conditioning 
imposed upon black artistic and intellectual life. He does so while clearly under the influence of 
JP Sartre, whom he cites.42 It is almost as if Wright, from the privileged vantage of his state of 
exception as anomaly, cannot admit a similar independence of perspective in other black artists, 
and thus takes it upon himself to present the “reality” of the “Negro problem” on their behalf. 
His fudging of his background, as a member of the FWP—(stumbling upon science)—is part of 
this self-mythologizing Wright cultivated.  
Wright aligns Black Metropolis with modernism’s common characteristics of difficulty, 
novelty, and shock: “This is no easy book,” he warns. “In order to understand it, you may have to 
wrench your mind rather violently out of your accustomed ways of thinking.”43 The directness of 
its factual exhibitionism is key to the book’s power: “There is no attempt in Black Metropolis to 
understate, to gloss over, to doll up, or make harsh facts pleasant...”44 Narration, if narration there 
be, should now serve the harsh fact, not couch it or bury it within its fictionalized layers. A 
young Ralph Ellison brings up the same point in his review of Langston Hughes’s 	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42 “The Position of the Negro Artist and Intellectual in American Society,” unpublished lecture, Box 5, 
Folder 19, Constance Webb Papers. Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Columbia University. 




autobiography, The Big Sea. Ellison praises the book for its charming style, but laments how it 
“depends upon understatement for its more important effects,” a technique that tends to hide the 
narrative’s “deeper meanings.” As a result, “the writer who depends upon understatement to 
convey these meanings” risks having his message fall on deaf ears. “To be effective,” Ellison 
thus orders, “the Negro writer must be explicit; thus realistic; thus dramatic.”45 
All over his introduction, Wright is in complete agreement with the young Ellison who, 
in his 1940 review, was not only taking his cues from Wright, but accordingly bore the telltale 
marks of Marxism, telling the reader that the “class position of the writer should guide his 
selection of techniques and method.”46 Understatement, in the advent of World War II, has 
become a technique from the old guard, a remnant of the Harlem Renaissance Wright openly 
derided in his New Challenge in 1938. In this context, Drake and Cayton are part of the avant-
garde of black writing precisely because “the facts of urban life presented here are in their 
starkest form . . . To have presented them otherwise would have been to negate the humanity of 
the American Negro.”47 This last sentiment is particularly important as it suggests the reasoning 
behind Wright’s own documentary impulse in his novelistic practice. It also suggestively points 
to that other important mode of presenting urban life in its “starkest form” at play in Wright’s 
professional development: photography. In fact, Wright admires the way in which Black 
Metropolis “examines the social structure as though it were frozen at a moment in time,” a 
formulation that recalls a commonplace definition of the photograph.  
As Wright forcefully hammers home in BM, the main problem is that, for the ruling 
ideology, “[t]he lives of the dispossessed are not real to them . . . the men who run our industrial 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Ralph Ellison, “Stormy Weather,” The New Masses (September 24, 1940), 20. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Wright, “Introduction” to BM, xix.  
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world cannot see what really is.”48 That photography can be an unparalleled tool in such a 
documentary project of exposure had already been proven in his 12,000,000 Black Voices. But 
the power of the visual to expose traces of fascism and inequality also seems to have come from 
Wright’s screening, through Canada’s National Film Board, of Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the 
Will (this may also help explain his harping on and fascination with Hitler in BM’s introduction). 
He announces that he recently saw “one of the greatest documentary films ever made, Triumph 
des Willens,”49 and that its power, as a document with “vital images,” left a deep impression on 
him. His subsequent suggestion—in 1945 mind you—that the documentary should be screened 
for “a group of American industrialists, law-makers, and college professors,” because what it 
depicts will soon happen to great American cities should the status quo remain, exemplifies the 
passionate depth of his dedication to have his message heard, or rather, seen, immediately.  
Tellingly, Wright frames this invisibility as a problem of the archive: “a society that 
recognizes only those forms of social maladjustment which are recorded in courts, prisons, 
clinics, hospitals, newspapers, and bureaus of vital statistics will be missing some of the most 
fateful of the tell-tale clues to its destiny.”50 The repositories Wright names amount to what we 
might call the visible archive, the state-sanctioned houses of record. These are tragically 
incomplete and, he suggests, blind the nation as to its very future. Wright, as he did with Native 
Son and Black Boy, seeks to correct America’s blindness by exposing what public archives do 
not yet recognize, using the documentary mode of his unflinching realism to promote the 
unsanctioned, counter-archives of initiatives like the Chicago School and the Lafargue Clinic. In 
other words, for Wright, it is not simply the “Negro problem” that threatens to persist 
unperceived, but also any works or enterprises that could be part of the solution. In the racial 	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50 Wright, “Introduction” to BM, xxvi-xxvii. 
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struggle for equality in the United States, it becomes the province of the novelist to “dwell upon 
these imponderables.”51 
In Native Son, Wright had addressed this invisibility through scenes that share the theme 
of a failure to recognize what is right in front of you. The narrative is invested in tracing 
moments of recognition and realization, and usually does so with visual verbs where seeing is 
equated with knowing. For example, Jan insists that Bigger give them a tour of Chicago’s black 
neighborhoods, admitting that he wants to “just see how your people live . . . I just want to see. I 
want to know these people.” (69-70). Seeing is likened to acquiring a new set of epistemological 
data through which to understand “these people.” Although Wright does question whether there 
can be a good kind of curiosity toward other ethnic groups, he also aligns squarely with the 
positivist teleology of sociological treatises like Black Metropolis.  
Bigger’s escalating violence propels him toward greater clarity of vision regarding the 
reality of the world in which he lives. Back in his room after murdering Mary Dalton (and 
cutting her head off and putting her body in the furnace), Bigger “looked round the room, seeing 
it for the first time. There was no rug on the floor and the plastering on the walls and ceiling 
hung loose in many places. . . This was much different from the Dalton home” (105). His 
perception has been altered, and Bigger now notices the physical manifestations of inequality. 
He thinks of his family, asleep around him, and realizes that they all “yearned to see life in a 
certain way; they needed a certain picture of the world. . . and they were blind to what did not 
fit” (106). His epiphany is confirmed with his next feeling: 
The whole thing came to him in the form of a powerful and simple feeling; there was in 
everyone a great hunger to believe that made him blind, and if he could see while others 
were blind, then he could get what he wanted and never be caught at it. . . Jan was blind. 
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Mary had been blind. Mr. Dalton was blind. And Mrs. Dalton was blind; yes, blind in 
more ways than one. (106-107) 
 
He quickly comes to encompass his own family in suffering from this blindness: “his brother 
Buddy’s glance went only to the surface of things. It was strange that he had not noticed that 
before. Buddy, too, was blind” (108). Later, Bigger thinks back to this family morning as the 
moment he saw “how blind they were” (149).  
Although somewhat misguided, the new sight does reinvigorate Bigger, who is soon 
described as “a man reborn” (111) who “had shed an invisible burden he had long carried” (114). 
Ironically, Bigger’s new superior vision seems to mostly consist in seeing the ubiquitous 
blindness—“the whole blind world” (135)—around him. Thinking of Bessie, Bigger now sees 
“how blind she was” (139), comparing her to “a blind woman waiting for some one to tell her 
where she was going” (181).52 Similarly, when it comes to regular Chicago citizens, Bigger “did 
not look at them; they were simply blind people, blind like his mother, his brother, his sister, 
Peggy, Britten, Jan, Mr. Dalton, and the sightless Mrs. Dalton and the quiet empty houses with 
their black gaping windows” (173). In that wonderful passage, the city’s very infrastructure is 
now blindly “gaping” at Bigger; he suffers from the implied oppressive force of its gaze despite 
its sightless eyes. And sure enough, as the buildings blindly look upon Bigger, he suddenly “saw 
a sign on a building: THIS PROPERTY IS MANAGED BY THE SOUTH SIDE REAL 
ESTATE COMPANY” (173), and recalls that this company was owned by Mr. Dalton. Through 
his new sight, Bigger is making important connections about who owns and operates these 
Chicago slums, realizing that while his entire family lives in a single “rat-infested room” (175), 
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Dalton, that Boss of the Building “was somewhere far away, high up, distant, like a god. He 
owned property all over the Black Belt, and he owned property where white folks lives, too . . . 
Even though Mr. Dalton gave millions of dollars for Negro education, he would rent houses to 
Negroes only in this prescribed area, this corner of the city tumbling down from rot” (175). It is 
at this epiphanic moment that Bigger resolves to send the kidnap note, hoping to “jar them out of 
their senses” (175), just as Wright later warns readers that reading Black Metropolis will 
“wrench your mind rather violently of your accustomed ways of thinking.”  
As is the case for many of Wright’s protagonists, Bigger himself is described as the 
symbolic “picture of reality” that could possibly rectify the vision of the ruling ideology: “he 
wished that he could be an idea in their minds; that his black face and the image of his 
smothering Mary and cutting off her head and burning her could hover before their eyes as a 
terrible picture of reality which they could see and feel and yet not destroy” (130). Like “The 
Man Who Lived Underground,” Bigger “was the statement”53 trying to “force the reality of 
himself upon them.”54 Put another way, Wright creates Bigger in order for him to “loom as a 
symbolic figure of American life.”55 This impulse informs Wright’s choice to follow Native Son 
with his own autobiography, allowing Wright himself to become that symbolic figure of 
American life. 
 Wright’s trajectory from novelist to memoirist—from fiction to history—is addressed by 
William Faulkner in a telling letter written soon after the publication of Black Boy. Faulkner 
praises the book, yet also admonishes Wright on questions of form: “I have just read BLACK 
BOY. It needed to be said, and you said it well.” But he fears that the book “will accomplish 
little of what it should accomplish, since only they will be moved and grieved by it who already 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 Richard Wright, Eight Men (New York: HarperPerennial, 1996), 69.   
54 Ibid., 74.  
55 Wright, “How Bigger Was Born,” xx.   
142 
	  
know and grieve over this situation.” Faulkner only brings this up, he says, because he “believes 
that the man who wrote NATIVE SON is potentially an artist” (note the condescending 
“potentially”). The fellow Mississippi writer then formulates his final point regarding the 
appropriateness of form: “You said it well, as well as it could have been said in this form. 
Because I think you said it much better in Native Son. I hope you will keep on saying it, but I 
hope you will say it as an artist, as in Native Son.”56 For Faulkner, the novel form takes 
precedence over non-fiction or autobiography when it comes to the optimal impact of a message, 
and he casts Native Son as a superior blending of “sincere art and honest science.”  
 When Fredric Wertham read Black Boy, he wrote Wright a letter along the same lines as 
Faulkner by questioning the power of non-fiction to successfully transmit its intended message: 
“Black Boy” describes certain bad features in our society. Pointing these things out in the 
way in which you do is an act that has revolutionary implications. It should arouse the 
reader to the wish and perhaps the deed of changing these things. Now the paradox comes 
in in the fact that hundreds of thousands of people buy and read this book. The vast 
majority of these readers are of course the persecutors themselves, and not the 
persecuted. In other words, the people read a book that in a revolutionary sense is 
profoundly directed against them. [. . .] 
There are several possible ways to interpret this: (1) Maybe these works of art 
have no fundamental revolutionary significance because they do not point out a specific 
way to act . . . (2) Maybe they do affect the (guilty) people who read it. (3) Maybe they 
give these people, the readers, the wrong impression that they are actually doing 
something just by reading about these things, which gives them the satisfaction of leaving 
everything as it goes and feeling at the same time that they are righteous.57 
 
Like Wright, Wertham hopes that the non-fictional treatment of reality carries a revolutionary 
potential.  Unsurprisingly, the two men collaborated just a year later to open a new radical 
institution, the Lafargue Clinic. 
Psychiatry Comes to Richard Wright 
Wright had praised Black Metropolis because it “was written, too, so that Negroes will be 	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able to interpret correctly the meaning of their own actions,”58 and he saw the Lafargue Clinic as 
the next logical step in providing correct self-interpretation.59 With his photo-essay on the 
Lafargue Clinic, Wright is both enlisting the clinic as belonging to the progressive program 
outlined in Black Metropolis and, since it represents a maverick endeavor put together by 
pioneering rebels willing to stare down “the steady, unblinking eyes of American medicine,”60 he 
also underscores the Clinic’s radical status as a necessary, underground, “criminal” institution. In 
trying to explain why and how the Clinic came to be, Wright offers the following vigilante 
declaration: “the more our institutions are divorced from the needs of reality, the more urgently 
will men, responding to the desire to meet the needs of reality, devise sub rosa, almost lawless or 
criminal methods to service the community, to heal the sick, to aid sufferers, to defend the 
victims of injustice.”61 What Wright calls “sub rosa” methods associate the Clinic with the 
overall concept of counter-archiving responding to a felt need. Just as Drake and Cayton are 
accumulating and unleashing a new archive of sociological facts and data on the “Negro 
Problem,” the Clinic is both responding to the psychological needs of Harlem’s population, and, 
through its patients’ files and observational sessions, also creating a new interracial psychiatric 
archive. As a novelist who strives to reflect such newly-seen realities, Wright implicitly casts his 
own artistic output as a sub rosa, subversive, subterranean method that “defend[s] the victims of 
injustice.” Of importance here is that Wright’s preservationist inclination—to document not only 
what exposes the “Negro problem” but also the institutions that seek to solve the problem, even 
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through “lawless or criminal methods”—directly associates his documentary impulse with a 
form of vigilantism.  
 In that sense, Wright edges close to Ellison,62 and in fact their photo-essays share many 
remarkable ideological underpinnings; part of the difference is that Wright traces the flow and 
movements of “repressed need” and rage, while Ellison anthropomorphizes all such urges 
through his invisible protagonist. In short, in “Psychiatry” Wright provides potent imagery and 
language to Ellison. For Wright, “Psychologically, repressed need goes underground, gropes for 
an unguarded outlet in the dark and, once finding it, sneaks out, experimentally tasting the new 
freedom, then at last gushing forth in a wild torrent, frantic lest a new taboo deprive it of the 
right to exist.”63 The images here recall how Ellison’s protagonist, in the Prologue, goes above 
ground only to beat up that racist blond man. Clearly, Wright’s images inform both Ellison’s 
“Harlem is Nowhere” piece and the symbolic action of Invisible Man. Wright declares that 
“social needs, too, go underground . . . only to reappear later in strange channels and in guises as 
fantastic as the images of a nightmare.”64 This notion foreshadows “Harlem is Nowhere’s” 
description of the “most surreal fantasies” being lived out onto the streets of Harlem: 
[A] man ducks in and out of traffic shouting and throwing imaginary grenades that 
actually exploded during World War I; a boy participates in the rape-robbery of his 
mother; a man beating his wife in a park uses boxing “science” and observes Marquis of 
Queensberry rules…; two men hold a third while a lesbian slashes him to death with a 
razor blade; boy gangsters wielding homemade pistols (which in the South of their 
origin are but toy symbols of adolescent yearning for manhood) shoot down their young 
rivals. Life becomes a masquerade; exotic costumes are worn every day.65 
 
Seen through Wright’s earlier essay, this list now reads like embodied manifestations of Wright’s 
“social needs” that reappear “in guises as fantastic as the images of a nightmare.” 	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Ellison also plays with the underground location of the Clinic, crafting one of his most 
resonant and quoted lines: “it is the only center in the city wherein both Negroes and whites may 
receive extended psychiatric care. Thus its importance transcends even its greater value as a 
center for psychotherapy; it represents an underground extension of democracy.”66 In his earlier 
piece on the clinic, Wright had used the following description with similar language: “This 
extension of psychiatry to Harlem must not be confused with philanthropy, charity, or 
missionary work; it is the extension of the very concept of psychiatry into a new realm, the 
application of psychiatry to the masses, the turning of Freud upside down”.67 Wright repeats the 
“sub rosa” term three times in his essay, whereas Ellison’s deploys more varied language for the 
underground—“bowels of the city”, “labyrinthine,” and so on. This seems an attempt to once 
again outdo the older man while fundamentally relying on a similar fount of imagery. 
 In his photo-essay, Wright explains why there is a dire need for psychiatric aid for 
Negroes, and lists the administrative, professional, and political obstructions the Clinic has faced. 
The psychological wounding of the Negro personality lies in the “consistent sabotage of their 
democratic aspirations.”68 The obstacles he and Wertham faced in trying to open a free interracial 
clinic like Lafargue are a core part of this anti-democratic “sabotage.” Wright, having done his 
diligent research, takes up a “summarized list of medical objections to establishing a mental 
hygiene clinic in Harlem,” in order to underscore the ridiculous nature of these objections. 
Wright relies on his research in gathering the information he puts forward: “I take these 
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adjectives from official psychiatric court reports.”69 And, soon after, “it is a matter of record that 
many institutions have closed down deliberately rather than extend equal treatment to Negroes,” 
and in a footnote, cites from a NY Post article as supportive evidence for his confrontational 
statements.70 In exposing these factors and in describing the “needs of reality” for Harlem, 
Wright is explaining why Wertham’s notion of “social psychiatry” is a form of “lawless or 
criminal methods to service the community” and a means to “defend the victims of injustice.” In 
short, “The sub rosa methods of establishing the Lafargue Clinic amount in the main to a 
complete reversal of all current rules holding in authoritative psychiatric circles.”71 The Clinic 
now symbolically stands as a rebuttal, its case-files becoming a counter-archive to medicine’s 
failure to include African Americans.  
 Yet such an institution was so forward looking and seemed so unlikely in 1946 that, as 
Wright wrote in “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem”: “Though the Lafargue Clinic does exist, there is 
a widely prevalent feeling among many people that it does not exist; it is apparently almost 
psychologically impossible for many literate people to believe that a clinic could be built without 
being backed by renowned committees and financed by well-known millionaires.”72 In this 
fundamental passage we again find the pervasive idea of invisibility, one linked to the social and 
economic realities of the period. A little later, Wright adds, “Organized medicine has not yet 
publicly acknowledged the existence of the Lafargue Clinic,”73 in part because of the New York 
City’s Department of Welfare’s refusal to process the Clinic’s application for a license. In other 	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words, the politicians in power refuse to give the Clinic lawful, institutional power. They are 
preventing it from being included into the municipal and state archives, and seek to maintain its 
invisibility. Indeed—and this is a point Ellison will fully flesh out—to be forced to remain on the 
margins of the archive is to be invisible, and for Wright, what is unseen simply does not exist.  
Following his favored documentary means of persuasion, Wright decides that the best 
way to convince Harlemites—even the “literate” ones—that the Clinic exists is to take 
photographs of it. If people could see the Clinic in photographs by reading his Free World piece, 
this might lead them to have an epiphanic encounter with the real clinic at the Parish house. The 
relation between photographs in the press and the punctum of reality affecting the beholder was 
already an operative trope in Native Son. Bigger first sees Mary Dalton at the movies during a 
short newsreel presented before the feature, and when he realizes that he will be working for the 
Dalton family, his sense of disbelief is increased: “Was he going to work for people like you saw 
in the movies?” (33). When he finally does enter the Dalton house and feels Mary’s gaze upon 
him, he realizes, “Yes; she was the same girl he had seen in the movie” (51). Bigger has a similar 
relation to other pieces of material history he comes in contact with, whether it’s those 
Communist pamphlets that Jan shoves in his pocket74 or the numerous newspapers that surround 
and follow Bigger throughout the narrative.  
Newspaper headlines and articles about the Dalton “kidnapping” become tangible proofs 
of Bigger’s presence in the world; he realizes that what the press says in print becomes the 
accepted version of reality for the world. The Press is necessarily associated with photography; 
when many reporters congregate in the Dalton basement furnace room with Bigger, they begin 
“asking to take pictures” and Bigger “blinked as lightning shot past his eyes. He saw the men 	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lowering the silver bulbs” (201). When Bigger finally manages to snatch a copy of the paper 
with the kidnapping story, he is struck by Mary’s picture: “It was so lifelike that it reminded him 
of how she had looked the first time he had seen her” (207). Keep in mind that the first time 
Bigger saw her was in a newsreel. In disbelief, he looks up from her lifelike photo to peer into 
the furnace, “it seemed impossible that she was there in the fire, burning. . . .” (208). In other 
words, the photograph of Mary as alive and well—a false representation reality—is easier to 
believe than the actual burning state of Mary’s skeleton in the furnace. The disbelief over the 
skeleton is also experienced by the man who finds Mary’s bones in the furnace, described as 
“unable to decide if the evidence of his eyes was true” (218). Again, it seems that photographic 
evidence carries even more authority than what is actually before one’s eyes, unmediated by 
lenses. Accordingly, to further endow Bigger’s communist pamphlets with the aura of 
photographic reality, the reporters get “their bulbs and flashed their lighting to take pictures of 
the pamphlets” (213). Bigger himself, a suspect by virtue of his skin, is over-photographed: 
“Yes; the police would certainly have enough pictures of him” (214). Thanks to photography, no 
one can never again deny that Bigger exists.  
When Bigger finally unfolds the fateful newspaper, “for the first time, he saw his picture. 
It was down in the lower left-hand corner of page two . . . It was a small picture and his name 
was under it” (223-224). Bigger is now part of the public record, so when Bessie asks him how 
they’ll be able to identify him, he simply replies: “They got my picture” (228). In other words, 
having your picture taken not only means that you exist, but also that you can be found. Sure 
enough, when the police and those “vigilante groups” go hunting for Bigger in that fateful 
Chicago winter night, they are equipped not only with “rifles, tear gas, flashlights,” but also, 
crucially, with “photos of the killer” (244).  
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With “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem,” Wright follows the same logic, only for his own 
“sub rosa” purposes. He methodically incudes a picture of the Lafargue Clinic’s entrance, its 
interracial medical and clerical staff, as well as a faceless patient. In other words, with 
“Psychiatry Comes to Harlem,” Wright takes agency over photography’s power to bring subjects 
to life. By not limiting the photographic archive to suspects or criminals but rather by expanding 
the documentary record to include preventative countermeasures against inequality like the 
Clinic, Wright redresses black image-making, and does so with the same sense of urgency that 
marks all his works. The Saunders photographs (see Figures 3-4)—taken with instructions from 
Wright—present a staging that underscores the clinic-in-practice, it has an interracial emphasis; 
the same patient is seen with both white and black members of the staff. Importantly, we never 
see the patient’s face; these are literally the opposite of “mug shots”; he is not a criminal, rather, 
  
Figures 3. Cover page for Richard Wright’s “Psychiatry 
Comes to Harlem.” Photograph by Richard Saunders. 
Figure 4. Final two images from “Psychiatry Comes 
to Harlem.” Photographs by Richard Saunders.  
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he’s an “invisible man.” The last photograph is also very important; here the young man is 
looking at the sign “The Parish House”; this is the door to the clinic, giving final proof of its 
location and existence. Not only does it exist, but now it has been found by those who need it.  
Even though it had only been open for a few months, the mental hygiene clinic had 
already had a tangible impact, bringing evidentiary power to Wright’s conclusions and beliefs: 
“One month’s intensive operation has proved that Harlem’s high rates of delinquency and 
nervous break-down stem not from biological predilections toward crime existing in Negroes, 
but from an almost total lack of community services to cope with the problems of Harlem’s 
individuals.”75 Wright’s article, in the end, acts as an appeal for financial backing of the free 
clinic, and its rigorous use of photography become an irrevocable proof of the Clinic’s existence. 
By asking Richard Saunders to take those “specially made” photographs, Wright enlists 
photography’s help in his quest to document all those pioneering grassroots projects that 
constitute the counter-archive to what the world already “sees.”   
Wright is thus just as diligent in documenting the Negro problem as he is in publicizing 
the possible solutions to that problem. After his arrival in France, he wrote to Ida Guggenheimer 
to ask that she continue the Clinic’s public presence: “How is the clinic? Gosh, don’t let that idea 
die. Talk of it, get folks to help it to live; for I tell you that there is nothing over here [Paris] that 
is as radical and free as that idea we started up there in Harlem.”76 To counter this threat of 
invisibility and ensure the longevity of initiatives he believes in, Wright involves himself directly 
by exploiting his talents as a writer, and providing introductions, advertisements, novels, and 
photo-texts such as 1941’s 12 Million Black Voices. For Wright, writing always veers close to 
reportage; chronicling the present moment for the present moment; borne of urgency and need.  	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Moreover, Wright also relied on what he learned of psychoanalytic theory in later works 
such as Rite of Passage or The Outsider. For the former, he even used case-files he had consulted 
at the Wiltwyck School for Boys in creating his protagonist, Johnny Gibbs. Gibbs is a fifteen 
year old boy who begins a downward spiral into juvenile delinquency when the state forces him 
to change foster families. As the narrative unfolds, both Gibbs and the reader suddenly learn that 
his biological mother suffered from what the young Gibbs hears as “demon preco.”77 Of course, 
he’s referring to the old term for schizophrenia, daemon praecox. In essence, Wright creates a 
narrative that not only shows the need for psychiatric support for Harlem youth, but also the 
state-led neglect that causes psychological distress. Rite of Passage is also littered with allusions 
to Superman, a new, important figure of heroism that captures the imagination of urban youths 
across the nation, and that Dr. Wertham is closely investigating (see Chapter Three).   
Wright’s documentary impulse thus becomes a novelistic practice; he carefully 
contributes to the documenting of the radical new institutions he supports, and in turn he consults 
the case-files and case-studies of emerging counter-archives such as those of the Chicago School 
and the Lafargue Clinic. Wright regarded psychoanalytic theory as an accurate model of the 
inner workings of the mind, and used its symbols and tenets to create psychologically plausible 
protagonists. Wright thus offers his readers the results of what Drake and Cayton’s urban 
sociology and Wertham’s Social Psychiatry have “rendered visible” through their documenting 
and experimentations, but Ellison takes these same results and puts them in the hands of a 
protagonist savvy enough to realize that even though the “Negro problem” may be visible, the 
individual man’s invisibility remains. Even though both Wright and Ellison praise the Lafargue 
Clinic, Ellison’s “Harlem is Nowhere” also takes the time to “leav[e] the Lafargue Clinic for a 
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while”78 in its attempt to seize “nowhere,” whereas for Wright it was essential to establish that 
Harlem (and the Clinic) was somewhere. 
Ralph Ellison: The Clinic As Camera 
In her study of the influence of psychological concepts upon the writings of African 
American authors in the 1940s and 1950s, a study she frames around the Lafargue Clinic, Shelly 
Eversley suggests that the perspective shared by both Wright and Ellison, in their mutual 
commitment to making equality and integration between black and white in America a reality, 
“depends on the language of psychology and the metaphor of schizophrenia” and “amounts to an 
assault on the cultural status quo.”79 Eversley further suggests, in her discussion of the Brown v. 
Board case, that “[i]n order to win public support for the notion of integration as a bulwark 
against assaults on American democracy, the antisegregationist position depended on 
psychological language.”80 In some cases this dependence was literal, such as Wertham’s or 
Kenneth Clark’s court testimonies for Brown vs Board. In other words, the invocation of the 
clinic by these Wright and Ellison, as well as in these disparate fields of literature and law, 
suggests that psychiatric discourse was viewed as a potential source of support in aiding African 
Americans to articulate the experience of their social marginalization. In such a context, the 
Clinic was representative of Ellison’s conviction that “urgent action” was “the solution for the 
dire situation in Harlem.”81 
Living in Harlem at the time, Ellison became absorbed with marginal figures appearing in 
the streets, like comic-book reading juvenile delinquents, zoot-suiters with their sunglasses and 
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wide-brimmed hats, little men hiding behind stoves, step-ladder exhorters dressed in fantastic 
costumes, and returning veterans talking to themselves. His fascination with marginal types 
reflects what Robert O’Meally calls his sense of “the significance of black leadership from the 
periphery.”82 In particular, this “sense” of cultural dissonance represented by the hipster style 
“became a convenient explanation for the astronomical rates of black juvenile delinquency,” 
which led Ellison to frequently engage in conversations about psychology with Wertham, who 
hoped to deter delinquency.83 Ellison came to diagnose a kind of figurative schizophrenia 
enveloping Harlem, where reality feels like a dream, a masquerade that produces “surreal 
fantasies,” as he writes in “Nowhere.” The year he wrote “Nowhere,” 1948, New York was 
finally embracing the clinic “as a form of salvation,” but the city was also embracing Ellison 
himself as an emerging literary figure; he had just published “Battle Royal” in The Magazine of 
the Year, and the monthly hoped to exploit this success with Ellison’s follow up photo-report on 
the Lafargue Clinic.84  
As opposed to the solely promotional pieces of photo-journalism on the Clinic that had 
already appeared, Ellison planned to go beyond photographs of the actual staff and the Clinic 
itself—these were all conventionally staged—he wanted to somehow capture the “problem” that 
made Lafargue a necessity.85 All of the Saunders photographs accompanying Wright’s 	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“Psychiatry Comes to Harlem” show variations of “black doctor with patient” or “white nurse 
with black patients,” with one photograph including Father Bishop seated next to Dr. Tweed 
(Fig. 3). It is possible that Ellison’s concept for a photo-report on the clinic was riffing on 
Wright’s blander piece; it was an opportunity for Ellison to not only revise Wright’s overall 
approach, but also, specifically, his documentation of the clinic. Photo-journalism became a 
battleground for the aesthetics of the two men when Ellison decided to make the photographs be 
from the perspective of the schizophrenic patient rather than the calm doctor (or the 
anthropologist or sociologist).  
One might argue that Invisible Man is narrated from the perspective of such a potential 
patient. A closer look into the kind of narrator confronting the reader at the opening of Ellison’s 
novel will illustrate what I have in mind: here we have a man who wanders the Harlem streets at 
night and, when he is insulted by a blond haired, blue-eyed man, he proceeds to kick and butt 
him “again and again” until the man goes down. The protagonist then takes his switchblade out, 
opens it with his teeth and is about to slit the man’s throat when he suddenly realizes that the 
man had actually not “seen” him (4). The next day, photography is introduced when Invisible 
Man sees the man’s “picture in the Daily News, beneath a caption stating that he had been 
mugged” (8). For the newspaper-reading public and for the city and state authorities, Invisible 
Man is nothing but a criminal and a delinquent, yet of a different ilk than a Bigger Thomas. For 
instance, Ellison’s narrator tellingly describes his hole as being lit up like “a photographer’s 
dream night” (6). This casual reference demonstrates his awareness of the ideal lighting 
conditions for night photography, and suggests that Invisible Man has dabbled in photographic 
technique. It may even bring a certain twisted logic to his obsession with lightbulbs. Unlike 
Bigger, Invisible Man is able to prevent the press from taking pictures of him; he remains 
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invisibly mobile and uncaught as he creates his own record. Still, even though the narrator 
admits that, most of the time, he is “not so overtly violent” (9), his psychological suffering and 
his aggressive tendencies make Invisible Man—and Bigger for that matter—an ideal patient of 
the Lafargue Clinic.  
A key set of notes in Ellison’s archive bear witness to how his serious commitment to 
photography framed the way in which he imagined the Lafargue Clinic, which in turn framed 
how he imagined—and depicted—the Harlem of his novel and of his intended photo-report. 
Located at the bottom of Ellison’s folder on the “Lafargue Clinic” in his papers at the Library of 
Congress are two type-written, and one half-handwritten, sheets in which Ellison is attempting, 
through multiple reiterations, to describe how turning to photography—both literally and as 
analogy—should allow him to illustrate what the clinic represents in Harlem. In one of the 
iterations, he introduces his theme (the Clinic) through the photographic terms of perspective and 
focus: 
In the two years since its establishment Harlem’s Lafargue Psychiatric Clinic has 
assumed an importance that is seemingly all out of proportion to the relatively small 
number of patients that [it] is able to treat. When it is discusse[d] subjects ordinarily not 
associated with psychotherapy arise so frequently that one becomes aware that simply 
by existing and performing its special task it has come to form a perspective through 
which many aspects of Harlem reality come to focus.86 
 
Already, through mere discussion, the clinic’s very existence is able to bring clarity of vision 
onto Harlem. The manuscript goes on to hypnotically iterate a series of eight different attempts at 
conveying the particular qualities and abilities of what Ellison tellingly calls that “special type of 
camera,” i.e. the Lafargue Clinic.  
In his last, and possibly most satisfying rendering (for Ellison), one reads: “Like that 
special type of camera with which, through a special arrangement of mirrors and filters that split 	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156 
	  
and bend the light rays entering the lense [sic] 
in three directions, it is possible to expose 
simultaneously three sheets of film which, 
developed and combined, reproduce a given 
scene in color…”87 Ellison is describing the 
exact parallactic process—a modernist 
favorite—that occurs inside what was then 
called “one shot” color cameras (Fig. 5). He 
then goes on to offer two similes that result 
from directing one’s eyes through that “special type 
of camera” and letting the gaze pierce through those “three sheets of film” that the Clinic houses 
in its underground confines. The first: “Let one of these sheets equal the Physical scene of 
Harlem; another the Mental maladjusts found within the scene; let the third sheet equal the 
Negro American who dwells within the scene; and let the Lafargue clinic stand for the camera 
that brings the three together.” In this first version, the Clinic has the ability to combine all these 
sheets of film, it can present a scene encompassing the neighborhood itself, its potential patients, 
and African Americans as a whole. The three layers are brought “together” by the Clinic, a 
metaphor that preserves the interracial spirit of democracy in which the institution was founded.  
The second version, quite similar yet significantly different, states: “Let the physical 
conditions of Harlem stand for one sheet of film; let Negro Americans stand for another; let the 
color aspects of American democracy stand for the third; and let the clinic stand for the camera 
lens”—and here Ellison has two possible endings—“…that brings the three together to the light 
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Figure 5. Reckmeir & Schunemann 3-color 
camera model. These “one-shot” cameras 
were used into the early 1950s.  
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of meaning” or “…in which the three are exposed to the light of understanding.”88 When we 
extrapolate this, what is unique about this camera is that each shot it takes will bring Harlem, 
African Americans, and American democracy, all in the same picture; everything will fit 
together in an intelligible way. In other words, the subjects it captures are fully integrated into 
American citizenry, and in a way that makes sense. This suggests that the inner mechanisms of 
this instrument can solve the discrepancies between the nation’s principles and its failure to 
practice them. And more, since this clinic is like a “one shot” color camera, Ellison is implying a 
certain urgency here; if we are going to do this, let’s do it right; because we may only have “one 
shot” at this delicate national experiment. 
The previously unearthed notion of the clinic-as-camera in Ellison’s notes confirms Sara 
Blair’s argument that for Ellison, “photography was no less than an interpretive instrument, a 
resource for critical reflection on American cultural practices and norms,”89 yet positions these 
interpretations at the Harlem intersection of psychiatry, race, and democracy. Put another way, it 
brings them to the underground, in the basement of the St-Phillip’s Parish House. The casting of 
the Lafargue Clinic as camera in these working notes provides a glimpse into Ellison’s creative 
process prior to the published “Harlem is Nowhere” essay, where the Clinic becomes the 
solution, literally the “antidote”90 to what Ellison calls the “failure” of the current American way 
of life. The empowering charm of the archival version is that it allows for the possibility of 
wielding this “extension of democracy” as a portable lens through which to see the world. The 
appeal of this camera also lies in its capacity to record and document a democratic vision of 
America, and thus undertake the building of a new archive.  
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Herein lies a key to the difference between Ellison’s formal, and Wright’s narratological, 
invocation of the clinic; a difference tied to the nuances in their documentary and archival 
sensibilities. In Ellison’s words: “it is here that lies the importance of the Lafargue Psychiatric 
Clinic—both as scientific laboratory”—that records, documents, creates new data—“and as an 
expression of forthright democratic action . . . it recognizes that the personality damage that 
brought it into being represents not the disintegration of a people’s fiber, but the failure of a way 
of life.”91 In other words, Ellison’s use of the Clinic stems from its function as both a means and 
an end. As an end, in the published essay, it serves as “antidote” enabling the individual Negro to 
“reforge the will that can endure in a hostile world.”92 As a means—a mode of expression—in 
Ellison’s working notes, it acts as a “camera” exposing to “the light of understanding” and 
“meaning” the three “films” composing this world: the physical conditions of Harlem, the 
African American community itself, and “the color aspects of American democracy.”  
Ellison sought Gordon Parks’ help in particular because, besides his admiration for the 
photographer’s urban nimbleness and skill, Ellison discerned Parks’ commitment to conveying 
the “scene” in itself rather than sheer journalistic staging. Through collaboration, Parks could 
“help Ellison transform his theories about Harlem’s schizophrenia and day-to-day psychoses into 
visual images.”93 Parks was poised to become the first African American on staff for Life 
magazine thanks to a now famous series of photographs portraying notorious Harlem gang leader 
Red Jackson (Fig. 3). As I will elaborate shortly, the photographs Parks took for his “Harlem 
Gang Leader” piece were taken at the same time as his “Harlem is Nowhere” photographs. In all 
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93 Jackson, 372. Ellison’s admiration for Parks as a photographer is also evident in Trading Twelves. For 
instance, in discussing his experiments with technical photographic lenses and filters, Ellison writes in 1956: “I 
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likelihood, in fact, these published images may be remnants of the shots Parks took during his 
collaboration with Ellison.94  
For Ellison—as with many others who had worked for the Works Project 
Administration—photography was a way to “go on record,” an activity Ellison seemed to 
perform naturally; he told Wright in 1946, “I see, I hear, I analyse and I record.”95 And a few 
years later, when his friend Albert Murray informed him that he had just purchased a Leica 
camera, Ellison enthusiastically wrote: “I’m glad as hell to hear that you’ve taken up 
Photography; it’s dam well time that those curious eyes of yours went on record.”96 Ellison’s 
particular phrase—that it will be Murray’s “curious eyes” that will end up “on record”—is a 
telling indication of how subjectively Ellison aligns photography with documentary recording, 
and therefore of how he diverges from Wright’s objective, “scientific” relation to photography. 
The Pictorial Problem 
The concepts underlying Ellison’s efforts to write and conceive “Harlem is Nowhere” are 
precisely those that inform his novel. It may be that there is a touch of the therapeutic in using a 
camera that is in fact a psychiatric clinic, and perhaps by extension his subsequent novel can be 
cast in an analogous role; that psychiatry, photography, and novelistic practice can respond to the 
challenges facing Harlem—and America as a whole—at this postwar moment. Unfortunately, 
less than a month after completing his photo-essay with Parks, ’48 Magazine of the Year editor 
Richard E. Lauterbach informed Ellison that even though the “piece has been scheduled for our 
July issue and is actually in the forms and ready to go on the presses,” ’48 has decided to 	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“suspend publication temporarily” due to a lack of capital. “I wish I could give you the option of 
withdrawing your manuscript,” Lauterbach added, “but the lawyers say “Nay”.”97 Four days 
later, “a petition for proceedings under Chapter 10 of the Act of Congress relating to Bankruptcy 
was filed by Associated Contributors, Inc. in the United States District Court, Southern District 
of New York.”98 As part of a plan for “reorganizing the debtor’s affairs so that the debtor could 
continue in business,” the ’48 lawyers kept “Harlem is Nowhere” and presented it as evidence 
for why the magazine should be allowed to “continue in business.”99 
In late September, Ellison sent a justifiably angry letter to Edward Weinfeld, the lawyer 
representing the debtor in court, requesting that his “article Harlem is Nowhere and the set of 
photographs prepared for its illustration be returned to me.” “To undertake this writing job,” 
Ellison adds, “it was necessary to interrupt work on a novel, which I hesitated to do in view of 
the impending deadline . . . the article developed into quite a time-consuming assignment. I 
began work with a free lance photographer (Gordon R. Parks) during the winter months of ‘47 
and ’48 writing and directing the shooting script and at the same time compiling research for the 
article.”100 In combining research with the devising of a particular aesthetic for the photographic 
portion of the article, Ellison was flexing both his aesthetic and documentary muscles during 
these formative months. Coming squarely in the early years of Invisible Man’s composition, the 
“Harlem is Nowhere” assignment became, as Ellison writes in a discarded draft to this very 
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piece, “like a sunken log that shapes the currents between a river’s banks, remaining to affect the 
tide of the speaker’s moods.”101  
In her retrospective edition, Looking at Life Magazine, Erika Doss contributes a chapter 
on Parks that touches on the latter’s collaboration with Ellison, a moment she tellingly calls his 
“brief apprenticeship with Ellison.” As Doss is quick to underscore, their collaboration “was 
instrumental in terms of shaping Parks’s postwar understanding of race and representation.”102 
The two worked closely on the project; Maren Stange even specifies that Ellison’s essay was 
written, “according to Parks, in part at the photographer’s Westchester house.”103 As Ellison 
biographer Lawrence P. Jackson recounts it, during February and March 1948, Ellison and Parks 
met every couple of days to shoot street scenes and make prints. By consulting Ellison’s 
appointment calendar, Jackson shares that Fanny—Ellison’s wife—noted, on February 19, that 
“Ralph developed. Parks slept.”104 Does this mean that Ellison was more committed to the 
project than Parks was? or simply that Parks had worked so hard at this point that he needed to 
get some rest? Regardless, Fanny’s entry indicates that Ellison was working directly on the 
photographs themselves, and did not simply stick to writing. The collaboration had a powerful 
reciprocal effect on the aesthetics of both men; Ellison’s combination of a “complex model of 
the black personality, progressive social change, and the emphasis on self,” Doss declares, was 
adopted by Parks “in much of his future work in Life.”105 
Ellison famously admired Parks’s skills as a photographer and looked to him as a model 
for his ongoing photographic experiments, but it is interesting to see that Ellison has, in turn, 	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been partly responsible for influencing Parks’ renowned photographic aesthetic through this 
collaboration, notably through his instructions on how to document the clinic. For Doss, “Harlem 
is Nowhere” “centered on the “confused” and alienated character of the “Negro personality,” in 
particular Northern urban blacks damaged economically and psychologically by pervasive 
American racism.” Doss sees Ellison’s project as a “rejoinder to Wright’s focus on Southern 
migration in 12 Million Black Voices.” Both photo-journalistic projects, she states, seize “on 
“damage imagery” to show the destruction of racism,” but that “Ellison also spoke to black 
agency, arguing that African Americans must reject general assumptions of black pathology, and 
their characterization as victims, and reimage themselves as American citizens.”106 Similarly, 
Stange describes Parks’s early Harlem images—those he took in 1948—as capturing “a somber 
anomie in which the urban world seems to have come to a standstill. The enervated emptiness—
the opposite of the noirish energy of the Life cover—exemplifies the now-familiar depiction of 
postwar “inner city” life that critics would soon term ‘damage imagery’.”107 
As part of his research for “Harlem is Nowhere,” Ellison frequently visited the Lafargue 
Clinic and “s[aw] Wertham from time to time.”108 In an important letter to Wright written when 
he was in the thick of shooting and researching for “Harlem is Nowhere,” Ellison formulates the 
growing power of the clinic as well as the logic behind both this photo-essay and, subsequently, 
his novel in progress: 
I am working on a piece describing the social conditions of Harlem which make the clinic 
a necessity. I’ve worked out a scheme to do it with photographs which should make for 
something new in photo-journalism—if Gordon Parks is able to capture those aspects of 
Harlem reality which are so clear to me. ’48 is publishing this piece and if successful we 
should get a few things said. The clinic, incidently [sic], is expanding and beginning to 	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have influence in the courts. In doing this piece I’ve been going through case histories, 
and though I’ve encountered nothing that I hadn’t conceived, just seeing the stuff in print 
is terrific.109 
 
There is so much in this letter: Ellison doesn’t want to photograph the clinic but rather its raison 
d’être; he’s had to devise a “scheme”—one that seeks to break with convention—for another 
man—Parks—to somehow capture his own personal vision; moreover, Ellison underscores the 
growing influence of the Clinic at the judicial level, the tangible impact of its existence. Of 
particular note here is that Ellison has himself been doing archival research; he’s gone through 
the clinic’s case files and is thrilled to “encounter nothing that [he] hadn’t conceived.” In terms 
of novelists doing their own archival research, we can see here a crucial difference between 
Wright and Ellison. Whereas Wright strives to make his fiction match up with the files produced 
by say, the Wiltwyck School for Boys, for Ellison the Clinic’s archive merely helps to confirm 
the accuracy of his own imaginary. This confirmation seems to thrill Ellison; encountering what 
he had already preconceived on record, “in print,” is a “terrific” validation of his perspective. In 
his preparatory notes for “Harlem is Nowhere,” Ellison even adds that “as far as possible all 
points relating to mental difficulties of Negroes to be illustrated with material from clinic case 
histories.”110  
The epistolary moment above is reminiscent of Wright’s proud announcement from 
Black Metropolis, cited earlier, in which he tells the reader, “If, in reading my novel, Native Son, 
you doubted the reality of Bigger Thomas, then examine the delinquency rates cited in this 
book…”111 Ellison seems to be saying, “if, in reading “Harlem is Nowhere” (or my upcoming 
Invisible Man), you doubted the unreality of Harlem, then examine the Lafargue Clinic’s case 
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histories.” Ellison had been researching and taking notes on the aspects of American culture 
informing this work for years. In an earlier letter to Wright, he explains: “I have a notebook in 
fact, several notebooks, full of notes on psychology, notes in comparative literature and cultural 
anthropology which I plan to do something with, along with enough notes on the blues to make a 
book.”112 This preparatory work has now matured to find confirmation in the psychiatric 
institution’s records. By being “in print,” the case histories have given material shape to the 
Harlem reality Ellison was hoping to capture as both essayist and novelist. 
In his narrative account of the completion of “Harlem is Nowhere” to the lawyer 
Weinfeld, Ellison blames “weather conditions and the nature of the material” to explain the 
lengthy photo shoot—comparatively, the “actual writing” only took “another three weeks.” 
Ellison’s explanation of the timeline suggests that he first wrote the shooting script, spent several 
months taking photographs with Parks, and only then sat down to write the essay; in other words, 
his prose was written directly under the influence of the images he and Parks had accumulated. 
As Sara Blair judiciously points out, “Harlem is Nowhere” opens with, and continues to provide, 
“visually directive renderings” throughout.113 Just as he did for Parks, Ellison is using his essay 
to “direct” the reader as if the article itself were a “shooting script”; he doesn’t just want us to 
“look” and “see,” he wants to show us how to look, to guide readers toward perceiving a new 
texture of (un)reality so that we too can “go on record” with our newly-acquired “curious eyes.” 
In lieu of the actual photographs, Ellison’s archive nevertheless yields his working notes, 
shooting script, and set of captions he prepared for ’48. In devising such a shooting-script, 
Ellison is heeding the intellectual trend of overcoming segregation by exposing—literally and 
symbolically—its nefarious effects, which speaks to the appropriateness of the photographic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 Ellison, letter to Richard Wright, 18 August 1945, Box 97 Folder 1314, RWP.  
113 Sara Blair, Harlem Crossroads: Black Writers and the Photograph in the Twentieth Century (Princeton 
and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2007), 152. 
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medium. In her study of African American writers and photography, Blair adds that the broader 
project of documentary photography itself was “a way to make claims for experience rendered 
forcibly invisible, to relocate the meaning of social experience within everyday spaces—the 
tenements and alleys and basements…”114 Ellison’s shooting script aims to divorce these 
“everyday spaces” from the familiar by transposing them into shifting angles that reflect “the 
more or less ‘normal’ violence of Harlem folkways, the desperate attempts to respond to the 
symbols of American success and well-being…”115 and, as a result, capture the anomic sense of 
being “nowhere.”116  
A page of loose notes in his “Harlem is Nowhere” files is indicative of the kinds of 
themes and ideas Ellison had in relation to the creation of this photo-essay, though some are 
difficult to decipher. At the very top left, where the page “begins,” are three words written in a 
vertical column announcing the themes of the piece: “Maze, Decay, Filth.”  Some of the dark 
imagery includes “tripping on garbage cans,” “start arguments, fighting,” “dope pad,” “narrow 
broken stairs,” and “undertakers in Harlem.” Other notable phrases include “strange walk by 
Parish House” (in whose basement the Lafargue Clinic was located), “Rebirth & transcendence, 
[undecipherable] of filth,” “repititions [sic] of symbols & ritual, clash between private rites and 
public situations, comic books, horror stories,” and, written upside-down on the sheet, “Symbols 
of Authority; shot of Cop while at low angle, Church from steeple and s[???].”117 Harlem 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
114 Blair, Harlem Crossroads, 124.  
115 Box 100, Folder 3, REP.  
116 With the emphasis on the “dream-like” aspect of Harlem, Ellison’s approach is in a way closely related 
to the Frankfurt School’s innovative development of the Denkbild form which, according to Adorno, seeks “to cast a 
sudden light on the familiar” in order to “set the familiar on fire,” and “to provoke habituated defensive reactions in 
the reader…in order to make him realize that he has in fact long known the things he would like to deny” (Adorno, 
qtd in Paul Stephens and Robert Harwick Weston, “Overwork as an Ontological Condition.” Social Text 94, Vol. 26, 
No.1 (Spring 2008), 140). 
117 Ellison Box 100, Folder 3 “Notes”. REP. The reference to “comic books, horror stories” is not surprising 
when we realize that Dr. Wertham was particularly focused on the problem of comic-book reading by Harlem youth 
(I unpack this crucial relation at length in the next chapter).  
166 
	  
emerges as a schizophrenic maze zigzagging between rebirth and filth, decay and transcendence.  
 On a second sheet of handwritten notes, Ellison begins to list the types of photographs he 
would like to have for “Harlem is Nowhere” in a way that confirms his awareness of 
photographic techniques: 
1. Stairway shot from extreme angle, distorted to give sense of danger, mugger might 
appear lurking upon it. 
2. Area way with its passages shoot with wide angle lenses to get doorways. Shoot slow, 
have figure running through it so as to smear movement across negative. 
3. Effect of woman (or child) falling down stairs, blurred, a swirl of clothing.118 
 
Impending criminality at every turn, tenement housing with running figures “smearing” the 
texture of reality, falling women and children in a “blur” and “swirl” of clothing—even only 
reading Ellison’s notes conjures vivid images that take on figurative resonance—these are the 
elements Ellison feels will reflect the specter that “haunts Harlem.”  
 He opens the script with “a word concerning the conceptual approach” that appears under 
the general heading of “Lafargue Clinic.” Ellison sketches “the social conditions of Harlem 
which make the clinic a necessity,”119 concentrating on Harlem as “a ghetto area inhabited by a 
people undergoing all those blasting pressures which, in a scant eighty years, have sent the 
Negro people as a whole hurtling.”120 Ellison then describes the upheavals typical of modernism; 
the moves “from log cabin to city tenement, from the white folks fields and kitchens to factory 
sweat shops and assembly lines,” underscoring how these changes largely occurred between the 
two world wars. “This is,” Ellison admits, “a part of the rapid growth of the United States as a 
whole, and thus of the general upheaval of the world; yet it has its own particular features, and it 
is these which give Harlem its individual character.” Ellison’s rational explanations of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
118 Ellison Box 100, Folder 3. REP. Next to entry 2, Ellison jotted down an address that could be either 
“470 W 150th” or “160th.” A 4th entry is left blank, like one of William Blake’s Proverbs from Hell. 




current state of the Negro people as a whole and Harlemites in particular is remarkably 
reminiscent of Wright’s own descriptions of black ghettos in the FWP’s New York Panorama, in 
Black Metropolis, or “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem.” African Americans are cornered into 
responding: 
not only to the sway of international events, but to that special set of conditions that 
makes them alien to many of the processes of American national and social life. This 
alenation [sic] is dramatized and symbolized by the existence of Harlem itself, the types 
of anti-Negro discrimination found in the North & South, and (in closest relation to the 
article), by the refusal to admit Negroes to those institutions so necessary to the 
individual in an urban, industrial (in a cultural sense) society.121 
 
Although this exclusion is endemic to the nation as a whole, in Harlem it has “increased and 
become a special problem through the failure of those in authority to provide for its correction, 
either by admitting Negroes to existing institutions, or providing such institutions in the Harlem 
area.”122 Ellison then offers a tentative outline of how the article should proceed in order to 
account for this history and he casts Wertham as a maverick pioneer combatting the ubiquitous 
exclusivity in Harlem and the nation with his Clinic. 
 After this introduction to the ideology behind the article, which is in intellectual 
compatibility with Wright’s own agenda, Ellison goes one step further than Wright: he opens a 
new category entitled “Pictorial Problem.” Put simply, the problem is finding how “[t]o present 
photographic documentation of conditions that intensify mental disturbances.” Ellison is seeking 
to merge his documentary and aesthetic sensibilities simultaneously with each print: “Prints must 
present scenes that are at once both document and symbol; both reality and (for the reader) 
psychologically disturbing ‘image’.” 123 Clearly, this photographic directive that combines the 
material and the figurative were guiding Ellison’s experiments with the novel form during his 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
121 Ibid.  
122 Ibid.  
123 Ibid.  
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crafting of certain scenes from Invisible Man. As Blair suggests, the power of photography to 
“wrest the fullness and mystery of experience out from under the rubrics of poverty, 
delinquency, and oppression,” came to have “particular novelistic uses” for Ellison.124 Indeed, 
Ellison’s second point in his outline of the “Pictorial Problem” reads like a set of instructions he 
later followed as a novelist, especially during the second half of Invisible Man: 
Thus problem for camera is to approach material in this twofold manner: It must present 
the negative sociological aspects of Harlem, the crowding, delinquency, family 
disorientation, unemployment, while at the same time it must be alert to those aspects of 
the Harlem scene that appear in the dreams of the individual as symbol (underground 
tunnels, mazes, basements, broken stairways, long narrow hallways, [rats, roaches; 
empty, unprotected elevator shafts; fire traps; violence;], burning buildings; white 
policemen; decay; chimneys emitting black smoke that sweeps low into the street, 
crowded pawn shops on Monday morn, etc.)125 
 
A telling example of the above concerns from Invisible Man occurs just as the riot is about to 
break out. Harlemite denizen Dupre leads some men, including the protagonist, into the Harlem 
slum tenement in which he lives to burn it down. Dupre addresses the Harlemite crowd: “My kid 
died from the t-bees in that deathtrap, but I bet a man ain’t no more go’n be born in there” (473). 
After Dupre has set the tenement ablaze, Invisible Man is given a symbolic and photographic 
description: “I burst into the air and the exploding sounds of the night […] I stood on the stoop 
with the red doorway behind me” (475). The protagonist feels “the whole surface of [his] skin 
alert,” he has become “a dark mass in motion on a dark night, a black river ripping through the 
black land” (475). The “red doorway”—a frame—as well as the “dark mass in motion” directly 
recall some of the directives from Ellison’s shooting script for Parks, namely the focus on 
tenement housing, chaos, doorways and the “blurry” figures in motion Ellison imagined.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
124 Blair, Cambridge Companion, 58. 
125 Ellison, Box 100, Folder 3. The section in square brackets and the crossed out passage are taken from an 
alternate, earlier draft of Ellison’s “Pictorial Problem” piece. I’ve included them here to give you a more 
comprehensive picture of what Ellison had in mind for the photographs.   
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Since Ellison was never able to use the Gordon Parks photographs, the absence of the 
accompanying images left Ellison with part of the story untold, and perhaps provided an 
incentive for their subsequent translation into Invisible Man. His novelistic prose had to 
somehow communicate what the prints—as both “document and symbol”—were meant to 
evoke. This compensatory attempt also comes through, as Blair notes, in Ellison’s unusually 
visual description of the clinic in the essay itself “Harlem is Nowhere.” When Ellison 
collaborated with Parks again in 1952 to create an experimental photo-essay for LIFE magazine 
promoting the publication of Invisible Man, he again pointed to the difficulty of having 
photographic documents capture his aesthetic sense. In a letter to Wright: “Being a photographer 
and a writer, you will appreciate the tremendous difficulty of translating such intensified and 
heightened prose images into those of photography.”126 In this casual yet powerful sentiment, 
Ellison allows us to reframe the postwar novel as a repository of “intensified and heightened 
prose images;” in short, a peculiar visual counter-archive. Sara Blair persuasively argues that 
Ellison attempted to use photography “as a resource for the transformation of lived experience 
into narrative, of social fact into aesthetic possibility—and vice versa.”127 Nowhere is this 
reciprocal relation between photography and Ellison’s novelistic practice more evident than in 
the shooting script and captions he prepared for “Harlem is Nowhere.” 
Captions: Direct Reader’s Eye to Facts 
By April 1948, Ellison had turned in his essay, complete with Parks’ photographs. A 
letter from assistant editor Jere Daniel at ’48 that, at the time, was accompanied by “a layout of 
your Harlem story which will assist you in preparing captions for the pictures,” informed Ellison 
of the letter system they wanted him to use for the captions. Daniel: “I have given each picture a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
126 Ellison, letter to Richard Wright, 21 January 1953. Box 97, Folder 1314. RWP.  
127 Blair, Cambridge Companion, 59. 
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key letter and have indicated the number of lines, plus the number of characters per line, for each 
picture.” The line count was flexible “except in the case of captions A, and E-F-G.”128 As far as I 
have been able to surmise, two sets of working drafts for the captions have been saved in 
Ellison’s archive (the final draft was submitted to the magazine editors and never returned to 
him). Ellison followed Daniel’s request to use the alphabetical letter system in composing his 
captions, and these drafts are today the closest indication we have about the specific pictures 
Ellison had chosen from among Parks’s photographs. At the top of one of the drafts, Ellison 
again displays his intent to merge his aesthetic and documentary inclinations when he states that 
pictures should “direct readers eye to facts.” He intended the first part of each caption to be a 
“colorful direct statement about action in picture,” but to also add “subsidiary facts presented at 
the end of good caption.” In a small way, this relegates the factual to a subsidiary of art, the latter 
being a “colorful direct statement.” As some of the information in both drafts is repetitive or 
presents alternate versions of the same caption, I have selected one particular version—and 
sometimes combined different ones for clarity—in the following list.129 As Ellison directs above, 
I have tried to first give his “colorful direct statement” and then to give the subsidiary facts: 
(A) Democracy at work in Lafargue Clinic. In non-discriminating clinic, Negro scientist 
tests white patient.130 
 
(B) Who am I? Where am I? How did I come to be? Behind the endless walls of his 
ghetto man searches for a social identity. Refugees from Southern feudalism, many 
Negroes wander dazed in the mazes of northern ghettos, displaced persons of American 
democracy.131  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
128 Jere Daniel, letter to Ralph Ellison, 19 April 1948, Box 100, Folder 1 “Correspondence.” Ralph Ellison 
Papers. Manuscript Division, Library of Congress.  
129 In a single draft, Ellison sometimes wrote more than one version of the same caption. Though this 
sometimes adds clarity, it also obscures and complicates a possible understanding of what he wanted. 
130 Handwritten below one version of this caption: “Patient Beine interviewed at Lafargue Psychiatric 
Clinic.” Patient files in the Lafargue Clinic Records (at the Schomburg) are accessible to researchers but their 
contents have been restricted when it comes to publication.  
131 In one iteration, Ellison writes “man behind fence.”  
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(C) Harlem the largest ‘Negro’ city in the U.S., A physical ruin that for many represents a 
psychological maze. Bright spot in photo rises near Lafargue Clinic. (Note: “panorama 
shot. In brooding, maze-like Harlem spot of brightness rises symbolically near L.P. 
Clinic.”) 
 
(D) Harlem garbage: it’s so high you can’t get over it; so wide you can’t get round it. 
Children play in it, adults walk through it; it stinks and fouls the inner landscape of the 
mind. Such scenes of uncollected garbage fill Negroes with sense of inferiority and 
distort the inner landscape of their personality. 
 
(E & F & G) Individual failures (above-E) when taken as proof of inferiority of all 
Negroes, injures entire group as vitally as man (below-F) who has been struck by car. To 
protect oneself from casual violence of Harlem, one learns to turn one’s head (G).132  
 
(H) When conditions in your life are wretched, when you’ve been made to feel that 
everything takes on special significance because you’re black. A cold, accusing, unseen 
eye seems to judge your every act. It makes you feel guilty, hostile, ‘nowhere.’ The 
unseen eye might be the combined sense of guilt and inferiority which [incomplete] 
 
(I-J) Harlem adolescents become cynical, furtive, violent; men in their prime resigned, 
bewildered.133 Cynicism and cockiness (above) and furtive hostility of boy contrast 
poignantly with resignation of man still in his prime. Harlem youngsters contribute 50% 
of juvenile delinquency for entire city. A recent survey of one Harlem school showed one 
boy out of five had been in court for truancy and delinquency. The product of disordered 
backgrounds, many need psychiatric help.  
 
(K) Religion and toilet paper, dream books and bobby pins, saints and exotic figures, 
deodorants and magic incense, piggy banks and belly dancers—the values and yearnings 
of a civilization in a jumble. 
 
(M) New patients of Lafargue psychiatric clinic are sometimes upset by labyrinthine hall 
leading to basement quarters. Behind its improvised cubicles, many find it leads to 
answers to the most perplexing questions about their lives. Waiting for psychiatrist 
behind screen of improvised interviewing cubicle, despairing patient visits Lafargue 
clinic twice weekly for treatment refused him elsewhere in New York.134  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
132 Below this caption, Ellison writes in parenthesis: “try to tie in individuality of urban personality with 
failure of whites to recognize it.” The language here recalls Wright’s “Introduction” to BM. 
133 In discussing the kinds of photographs that Ellison was taking in the late 40s, Sara Blair points out that 
“a significant number of his printed images take children as subjects,” but speculates that this is “probably an 
outgrowth of Ellison’s work collecting their oral narratives, riddles, and jump-rope rhymes in Harlem in 1940-41, 
during his stint on the payroll of the Federal Writers’ Project” (120). However, it is just as likely—if not more 
probable—that children were his main subjects because “children are given special attention at the Lafargue clinic,” 
as Richard Wright accurately underscores in a caption to “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem.” 
134 I found no (L) entry.   
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Because the Lafargue Clinic can only be reached by zigzagging “through a disturbing narrow 
maze-like series of halls and stairways,” Ellison wants to “play on the irony of its being located 
in a basement” where its “friendly social workers and psychiatrists” have “had to go 
‘underground’ to carry out their work,” and thus opens and closes the essay with the idea of a 
“maze” (A, B, C, M). This opening and closing visual juxtaposition, Ellison stresses, “is 
important to the text.” He wants “the opening shot to be one of the general community, leading 
into shot that will emphasize the maze-like aspect of ghetto living.” This likely became shot (C). 
The idea, he tells Parks, is “to begin with the ‘maze’ of psychological dispossession, and end 
with the maze (the clinic) through which the individual is helped to rediscover himself; the 
‘maze’ in which he is given ‘the courage to live in a hostile world’.”135 Sara Blair has already 
made the important case that Ellison “self-consciously . . . employed the camera as a tool for 
self-examination,”136 an observation that here, in a context where the term “examination” can 
connote a clinical setting, becomes doubly-appropriate.  
 In his notes, Ellison further proposes a “shot of a filthy area way with a confusion of 
exits, or a shot (preferably from above) of the garbage strewn interconnecting courtyards 
sometimes found behind the rows of brownstones” (D). Relying on his professional knowledge 
of photography techniques, Ellison suggests to shoot “in natural light as much possible, using 
chiaroscuro effects to drive home the psychological nature of the subject matter.” Ultimately, 
“the point photographically . . . is to disturb the reader through the same channel that he receives 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
135 Ellison, Box 100, Folder 3. REP. In Ellison’s copy of Robert Bendiner’s article “Psychiatry for the 
Needy” which tells of Dr. Wertham’s efforts at the clinic, Ellison penciled the following notation in the margins: 
“Later maze/ End of piece,” next to a three inch pencil line indicating the sections to which the note refers (Box 
197). Where the note is located, the article discusses Wertham’s definition of “Social Psychiatry,” while also adding 
Wertham’s belief that the psychiatrists themselves “must first recognize and overcome his own social prejudices” 
(qtd in Bendiner 23). Still next to the note, Bendiner writes that Wertham “detects among his fellow-psychiatrists 
three different and equally deadly attitudes toward Negroes,” these being discrimination, smug humanitarians who 
humiliate the patient, and the overly scientific ones who claim that “everyone is alike before science” (23). 
136 Blair, Cambridge Companion, 61. 
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his visual information.”137 Where Richard Wright wants to inform and comfort the reader that 
Lafargue genuinely exists, that it is accessible and free, Ellison wants to “disturb” the reader and 
lead him or her to understand the—literal and symbolic—difficulty involved in not only reaching 
the clinic (that “extension of democracy,” that “antidote”), but also overcoming the state of 
“psychological dispossession” and “rediscover himself.” 
Given the indisputable importance of photography to “Harlem is Nowhere”—and 
Invisible Man—why would Ellison choose not to include the photographs when he finally 
published the essay in 1964 in Shadow and Act? The truth is, the images were never returned to 
him after ’48 Magazine went bankrupt. He cooperated with the struggling publication, allowing 
them to further use the manuscript in bankruptcy court, but then “felt decidedly victimized” 
when he was later told that it would not be returned to him.138 While Ellison’s article was held up 
in litigation, Parks continued to work as a freelance photographer. According to archivist Nick 
Chen, “Parks first published work in LIFE, was in August 30, 1948,”139 so following the 
announcement of ‘48’s bankruptcy. Parks’s first LIFE photo-essay byline came on November 1, 
1948, with the publication of “Harlem Gang Leader.”140 In “Gordon Parks: A World of 
Possibility,” Maren Stange explains that “it was a project with Ellison that gave [Parks] 
confidence to approach the notoriously gruff Life picture editor Wilson Hicks in 1948.”141 In fact, 
as quoted in an interview with Stange, Parks confirms: “I had copies of the photographs and took 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
137 Ellison, Box 100, Folder 3, REP.  
138 Ellison, letter to Weinfeld. Box 100 REP.  
139 Nick Chen, email to author, 28 March 2012.  
140 Other Press on the Clinic from 1948: “Clinic for Sick Minds,” LIFE magazine (February 23, 1948); 
Norman M. Lobsenz, “Human Salvage in Harlem” CORONET (March 1948); Judith Crist, “Horror in the Nursery,” 
Collier’s (March 27, 1948); Robert Bendiner, “Psychiatry for the Needy” Tomorrow (April, 1948). “A Clinic For 
Sick Minds” from LIFE, appeared on February 23d, 1948. So while Ellison and Parks were roaming Harlem in 
search of shots. The photographs were by Lisa Larsen, who was then a freelance photographer for Graphic House 
(she became a staff photographer at LIFE in 1950). The second photograph on p.100 is by Bernard Hoffman. In 
“Sick Minds,” the full page spread on p.102, of Dr. Wertham and Rev. Bishop framing the entrance with three 
African American children visible between them, seems to capture the neighborhood feel of the clinic.  
141 Stange, 17. 
174 
	  
them over to Life.”142 In other words, the portfolio Hicks consulted when Parks applied for the 
LIFE job was filled with the images intended for “Harlem is Nowhere.”  
On March 10, 1964, James Silberman, then in charge of production for Random House—
the publisher that was about to release Shadow and Act—wrote to editor Tony Wimpfheimer the 
following note:  
When Ralph Ellison originally did the article “Harlem is Nowhere” photographs to 
accompany it were taken by Gordon Parks. These pictures, Ralph believes, are owned by 
Life. The combination of picture and text might make an interesting retrospective with a 
theme having to do with two now-famous Negro writers back when.  
What do you think? 
 
In a handwritten reply, “Tony” tells Jim what he thinks: “Maybe so—Let’s see article and 
pictures—Also, how much—what kind of book, etc.”143 Wishful thinking aside, Ellison’s belief 
that the photographs “are owned by Life” is a clear indication that he himself no longer has them, 
and they are not among the Library of Congress’s Ellison photographic holdings. 
Gordon Parks’s archive containing his work with Life magazine is now currently housed 
in Purchase, NY, and controlled by the Gordon Parks Foundation. Unfortunately, their holdings 
do not seem to include the lost “Harlem is Nowhere” photographs, but they may have related 
content, as do the Ellison papers. In the latter’s photographic division at the Library of Congress, 
is a contact sheet from 1948 on which both Ellison and Parks appear. The sheet shows Parks 
(Fig. 6) fiddling with his camera and holding a cigarette, and also appears to be the one on a 
stepladder at the bottom left. The other images on the sheet feature children with an adult 
supervisor breaking into some kind of ruckus reminiscent of a group of juvenile delinquents 
either attacking a passing adult, or being unruly during a session with one of the Lafargue  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
142 Ibid., 17.  
143 Jim Silberman and Tony Wimpfheimer, Random House Records, Box 656, Folder “Ellison, Ralph The 
Shadow and The Act Production.” Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University. Tony Wimpfheimer, as 




Figure 6. Gordon Parks during the “Harlem 
is Nowhere” photo sessions. Photo by Ralph 
Ellison, Box 3, Folder “Contact Sheets,” 
REC-LoC. 
Clinic’s staff nurses. Since the snapshots were without 
a doubt taken during one of their 1948 photo sessions, 
I suspect that these images are related to “Harlem is 
Nowhere,” perhaps trying to enact some kind of 
“delinquency” scene with the kids and the lady. Of 
particular note in this contact sheet is that it contains a 
variant portrait of Ellison that has since become 
famous and was used on the spine of Arnold 
Rampersad’s recent biography of Ellison. 
After I shared this contact sheet with archivist Chen, he revealed that “in the Harlem 
Gang Leader story there are some negatives mixed within the contact sheets and story 
negatives.” These negatives “dont see[m] a part of the story.” Importantly, Chen adds: “All of 
the Life negatives follow a rational numbering sequence. However there are a few that dont 
follow the same numbering sequence.”144 While this seems to open the possibility that those 
1948 negatives that don’t follow Life’s “rational numbering sequence” could be the lost 
photographs meant for “Harlem is Nowhere,” Chen unfortunately also added: “However those 
stray images dont seem to match the captions that you mention.” Although I have not yet 
confirmed this with finality, it is likely that the “Harlem is Nowhere” photographs have since 
been lost or destroyed. And yet…  
In 1964, as part of the promotion for his first book of collected essays, Shadow and Act, 
Ellison published a truncated version of “Harlem is Nowhere” in Harper’s magazine.145 In other 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
144 Nick Chen, email to author, 28 March 2012. 
145 Ralph Ellison, “Harlem is Nowhere,” Harper’s, August 1964. Note that in the Harper’s version, Ellison 
elides all mentions of the Lafargue Clinic, excising those paragraphs at the beginning and end of his original 1948; 
in 1964, the Clinic had been closed for over 5 years.  
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words, he published “Harlem is Nowhere” twice in 1964. The story gets stranger: the Harper’s 
version is accompanied, at long last, with photographs. The story gets stranger still: some of the 
photographs selected by Ellison for use in Harper’s had already appeared in Langston Hughes’s 
and Roy DeCarava’s 1955 The Sweet Flypaper of Life.146 And to add one final touch of strange: 
one particular image, that of a father sitting and cradling a baby in his arms, is present in both 
Sweet Flypaper and the Harper’s “Harlem is Nowhere,” but each represents a different version 
of the same image (see Figures 7-8). What we have here is a collapsing of different temporalities 
and different archives; Ellison’s and DeCarava’s (it means Ellison, who was friends with 
DeCarava, had access to the latter’s archive). We have three decades: a text from 1948, 
photographs from 1955, being published in 1964, the world of the civil rights era. I propose that  
 
 
Fig. 7. Harper’s 1964 version of “Harlem is Nowhere”. Fig. 8. From The Sweet Flypaper of Life. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
146 Langston Hughes and Roy DeCarava, The Sweet Flypaper of Life (New York: Hill and Wang, 1955). 
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the lateness of the essay’s documentary content is a glimpse into Ellison’s archival sensibility, 
where the past in material form returns to bridge temporalities and remind his audience of what 
still has yet to come to fruition. In other words, what the Clinic is able to capture in 1948, by 
1964, still represents a vision of an America to come, or of its “promise” to use a favorite 
Ellisonian term. This consultation, revision, and redeployment encapsulates what I’d call an 
archival sensibility, as opposed to the immediacy of a purely documentary impulse.  
It is also interesting to note the idea of fatherhood that the above photographs connote, 
which is the central thematic concern in Ellison’s unfinished second novel posthumously 
published as Three Days Before the Shooting. In 1964 had come along, he had already published 
a long section from the novel entitled, “And Hickman Arrives,” in a 1960 special issue of Noble 
Savage edited by Saul Bellow, a story that introduced American audiences to Reverend Hickman 
and his adopted foundling Bliss. Ellison was thus adapting his old Invisible Man material for his 
new themes.  Fundamentally, however, the strange history of “Harlem is Nowhere” shows the 
extent to which Ellison insists on associating that essay with photography; that this text, this 
Harlem, this clinic, should consistently be accompanied by a photographic record, to a peculiarly 
aesthetic way of seeing.  
The (Novelistic) Archivization of the Photographs 
Now I’d like to turn to Invisible Man and directly establish how this archive can help us 
help us reread the novel. Moreover, I want to demonstrate how the archival redeployment Ellison 
is doing in 1964 is something he had already done in his novel. Indeed, the absent Gordon Parks 
photographs and captions subsequently enjoyed a fascinating process of archivization into 
Invisible Man, notably during the crucial scene at the Liberty Paints factory. The scene comes 
roughly at the middle of the novel. The protagonist is a young Southern African American who 
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has come to NYC after being kicked out of college. Once there, he continues to suffer a series of 
betrayals and about midway through the novel finally lands his first job at the Liberty Paints 
factory. On his first day, he fights with Kimbro the factory engineer in the boiler room, and the 
boiler explodes. With this scene, the novel’s level of “unreality” is increased to new heights. 
When the protagonist wakes up, his body is ensconced inside a “machine” of some kind, he 
surrounded by doctors/scientists who have implanted him with a “little gadget.”  
Invisible Man is then tellingly described, like the man in the “Harlem is Nowhere” 
captions, as “the patient” (236). Trapped in the machine, he feels himself becoming hostile, 
“angry, murderously angry,” but the treatment—the electric current—prevents him from acting 
out (237). As he slowly regains consciousness—“rediscovers himself”—he describes a precise 
visual effect that could be achieved in a photograph: “Thoughts evaded me, hiding in the vast 
stretch of clinical whiteness to which I seemed connected only by a scale of receding grays” 
(238). Like that “unseen eye” of caption (H), “Faces hovered above me like inscrutable fish 
peering myopically through a glass aquarium wall. I saw them suspended motionless above me. . 
. seeing them from this angle disturbed me” (239). This last description matches perfectly with 
Ellison’s directive that “the point photographically . . . is to disturb the reader through the same 
channel that he receives his visual information.”147 Like a patient first coming to the Lafargue 
clinic, Invisible Man is asked, by a cluster of doctors and nurses, a series of routine questions 
that are isolated and capitalized on the page: “WHAT IS YOUR NAME? [. . .] WHO . . .  ARE . . . YOU?” 
[…] WHAT IS YOUR MOTHER’S NAME?” (239-241). He panics, unable to remember his name or 
where he comes from. Like the patient in caption (M), he is seeking “answers to the most 
perplexing questions” about his life.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
147 Ellison, Box 100, Folder 3. REP.  
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After treatment, one doctor tells him: “it looks as though you’re cured,” and he is 
declared “a new man” (245). He is taken down a labyrinthine underground path into offices that 
recall the “cubicles” of Lafargue: “out of the room and down a long white corridor into an 
elevator, then swiftly down three floors to a reception room with rows of chairs. At the front 
were a number of private offices with frosted glass doors and walls” (245). Like the patient in 
caption (M), Invisible Man is told that the “director will see [him] shortly,” and seems to be 
waiting for Dr. Wertham himself “behind a screen of improvised interviewing cubicle” like the 
man in Caption (M). The narrator explains: “I sat, seeing them disappear inside one of the offices 
for a second and emerge, passing me without a word. I trembled like a leaf.” Eventually, he is 
able to see the “tall austere-looking man in a white coat” (245), and the novelistic moment could 
be a representation of caption (A): “I eased myself into the chair beside his desk. He watched me 
with a calm, scientific gaze” (245). Although their encounter is awkward, the patient does leave 
comforted by the though that he is now “no longer afraid” (249). For these reasons, and though I 
agree that the hero’s need to escape the clinical entrapment in which he awakes indicates a 
troubled relation to scientific discourse, I hesitate to relegate this scene, as many critics have 
done, as a “consistently damning critique of the relationship between psychiatry and race.”148  
After all, in “Harlem is Nowhere,” the Lafargue psychiatric facility is literally described 
as the “antidote” enabling the individual Negro to “reforge the will that can endure in a hostile 
world,”149 a notion that is symbolically preserved in the novel when Invisible Man is injected 
with a mysterious substance that courses through his veins and makes his entire body begins to 
glow: “A huge iridescent bubble seemed to enfold me” (238). Although this antidote makes him 
“sail off like a ball thrown over the roof into mist, striking a hidden wall beyond a pile of broken 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
148 J. Bradford Campbell, “The Schizophrenic Solution: Dialectics of Neurosis and Anti-psychiatric Animus 
in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man,” Novel: A Forum on Fiction 43.3 (Fall 2010), 458. 
149 Ellison, “Harlem is Nowhere,” 327.  
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machinery and sailing back” (238), when the doctor returns to give him another physical 
examination, he observes that this patient is now “surprisingly strong” (244). 
In the excised section that once stood in the place of the scene read above, “Out of the 
hospital and under the Bar,” the hospital is “much more clearly represented as a psychiatric 
facility.”150 In fact, as Bradford Campbell’s reading suggests, Invisible Man ends up in a 
psychiatric clinic because Ellison “had a nervous breakdown in mind for our narrator.”151 The 
alternative version casts a wider critical net against those scientific discourses’ that gaze and 
perform their tests upon a helpless narrator caught in an “iron straight-jacket.” Mary Rambo—
who seems to work at the hospital as a custodian and who frees Invisible Man from its scientific 
clutches—awkwardly reveals to the protagonist that they “got one of the psychiatristses and a 
socialist or sociologist or something looking at you all the time.” Invisible seems most alarmed 
by the first of the three types, exclaiming, “A psychiatrist!”152 The newly emerging discourses 
that were welcomed with open arms by Richard Wright—sociology and psychiatry—are here 
literally entrapping the hero with their instruments and methods. Even though the narrator does 
refer to the psychiatrist as “old friendly face,”153 he seems traumatized by “the instruments 
pointed at [him]” (253) rather than “inspired,” as Wright was.  
“Out of the hospital…” is a chapter steeped in visuality, brimming with unusual lighting 
and pictorial details that sometimes read like descriptions of photographs: “I was in the dark and 
I could see the freckles on the side of his face that was in the light”; “through the glass door, I 
could see uniformed men and women caught grotesquely in mid-gesture”; “Several men loomed 
in the rectangle of light, poised like dancers at the climax of a powerful leap”; “I could see a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
150 Campbell, 457.  
151 Ibid., 456.  
152 Ellison, “Out of the Hospital and under the Bar.” Soon, One Morning: New Writing by American 
Negroes 1940-1962. Ed. Herbert Hill (New York: Knopf, 1968), 247-248.  
153 Ibid., 248. 
181 
	  
group of wavering flashlights; then the men above them, their faces skull-like in the shadows 
shooting from below.”154 In particular, the last description, “shooting from below” recalls some 
of the directives in Ellison’s shooting script. “Eyes” of all kinds dominate the counterfactual 
chapter, concluding with the “sightless eyes”155 of an old blind man that the narrator mistakes for 
his own grandfather.  
This emphasis extends to visual technology and lenses; from the “microscope” that the 
white man threatens to hit Invisible Man with, to the other “microscope-like instrument” that 
“two physicians” wield during their observation of “the patient.” The doctors stand above the 
ensconced narrator, their device “focusing its twin eyes with a deadly stare into the case.” As 
collaborating colleagues engaged in making a visual record, the two men could be Ellison and 
Parks themselves during their shooting sessions: “They concentrated upon the instrument (one 
focusing, the other making notes)…” Yet these two are clearly white “blond” haired men who 
rely on their instruments “to tell them what their eyes ignored.” Still, despite “the lenses directed 
full upon [him] from a point less than four feet away,” they seem to capture “nothing.” As the 
powerless subject of their tests, Invisible Man feels himself growing aggressive under their 
technology-mediated gaze: “They had me locked in their eyes like a tadpole in a jug. Looking at 
the sparkling lenses, the polished cylinders . . . I became so angry that I experienced the strange 
sensation of clenching my fist.”156 The suggestive language used to describe their instrument also 
seems to be conjuring the parts of a camera. 
The basement location of this mazelike clinic is also accentuated in this version, which 
follows the protagonist’s meandering attempts at escape down various corridors, unseen corners, 
elevators, ladders, a secret speakeasy, and eventually through a manhole onto Harlem streets—	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
154 Ellison, “Out of the Hospital,” 254, 269, 271. 
155 Ibid., 287.  
156 Ibid., 258-259.  
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naked “as ever he come into this world.”157 The narrative twice points to “the labyrinthine pattern 
of the floor,”158 recalling the “labyrinthine halls” of caption (K) and “Harlem is Nowhere’s” 
“labyrinthine existence” that comes from dwelling “in the bowels of the city.”159 During his 
escape, Invisible Man looks up to the ceiling and wonders: “Were they watching from some 
hidden peepsight in the ceiling? Testing me like a rat in a maze?”160 Here, the “cold, accusing, 
unseen eye” of caption (H) returns to transform Harlem’s underground into a scientist’s mazelike 
controlled environment in which test-subjects scurry about while unseen scientists observe their 
behavior. As it turns out, there is a rat down there with him, but “the rat and I were caught in 
different mazes.”161 Indeed, for the human, it seems this “basement corresponds to the structure 
of his mind,”162 a notion Ellison’s shooting script opens and closes on. Even though it is 
“tortuous going,”163 Invisible Man does finally make a successful escape aboveground. The last 
thing he notices, before finally reaching Mary’s home, is a “floodlighted playground” where “the 
grey ground glistened with rain and there inexplicitly played one small boy who alone in the 
great square bounced a ball and sang, oblivious to the rain or hour.” After watching the boy for a 
moment “in bewilderment,” the narrator wonders: “Where were his parents?”164 The glistening 
greys vividly capture the scene as would a black and white photograph, and the final question 
seems to call into question the lack of parental supervision of this neglected Harlem youth, who 
might just be one of the 53% of juvenile delinquents littering the streets.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
157 Ellison, “Out of the Hospital,” 278. 
158 Ibid., 266, 267.  
159 Ellison, “Harlem is Nowhere,” 321.  
160 Ellison, “Out of the Hospital,” 268.  
161 Ibid., 272.  
162 Ibid., 275. 
163 Ibid., 274. During his escape the hero comes upon the body of a dead boy beneath a white sheet whose 
description closely recalls the photograph of the dead member of Red Jackson’s gang in Parks’s “Harlem Gang 
Leader.” After he pulls the sheet, the narrator “looked into a face, a youth’s face. The cheeks were drawn, the eyes 
closed as though in sleep. I wanted to run but the face held me, as though by some hypnotic spell cast by the eyes 
beneath the puckered lids… My eyes refused to look away” (267).  
164 Ellison, “Out of the Hospital,” 289.  
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In the published novel, once the narrator has escaped, the narrative continues to follow 
the cues from the “Harlem is Nowhere” captions in even more striking fashion. Although he was 
finally able to leave the hospital, “the obsession with [his] identity which [he] had developed at 
the factory hospital returned with a vengeance,” leading him to ask the same two questions that 
were meant for caption (B): “Who was I, how had I come to be?” (259).165 Before encountering 
the yam street vendor who will provide him with the answer to these questions (“I yam what I 
am!” [266]), the narrator’s “eyes focused” on a series of artifacts that closely recall, and 
sometimes directly match up, with caption (K), the image of a store window meant to capture 
“the values and yearnings of a civilization in a jumble” (Figures 9-10): 
the endless succession of barber shops, beauty parlors, confectionaries, luncheonettes,  
fish houses, and hog maw joints, walking close to the windows . . . A flash of red and 
gold form a window filled with religious articles caught my eye. And behind the film of 
frost etching the glass I saw two brashly painted plaster images of Mary and Jesus 
surrounded by dream books, love powders, God-Is-Love signs, money-drawing oil and 
plastic dice. A black statue of a nude Nubian slave grinned out at me from beneath a 
turban of gold. I passed on to a window decorated with switches of wiry false hair, 
ointments guaranteed to produce the miracle of whitening black skin. (262)  
 
	   	  
         Fig. 9. Untitled, “Religious Articles”                                                 Fig. 10. Untitled, “Dream Books, love          
                                                                                                                               powders, etc.” 
 
Figures 9 & 10 are from Ellison’s own contact sheets in the Prints & Photographs Division of his archive (Library 
of Congress). They appear to be examples of what he had in mind for Caption (K).	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
165 As I explain in the next chapter, such questions would have been quite familiar to any Batman comics 
reader, as they are the first-person equivalent of Batman’s oft-reprinted origin story entitled: “The Legend of The 
Batman—Who he is and How he came to be!” First published in Detective Comics #33 in 1939, this comic was also 
reprinted in Batman #1 in 1940, and has been consistently reprinted throughout the years. 
184 
	  
Not only does the content of what Invisible Man sees behind store windows seem based on 
caption (K), but the narrative’s focus on his “eye” adds to the photographic effect of this scene, a 
scene that comes immediately after the protagonist’s encounter with the Doctor/scientist who 
tells him he is now “cured.” The adjacent figures are proof that, in the above scenes, Ellison is 
literally putting his own archive in novelistic practice.   
Tracing the re-emergence of these captions into the novel brings visibility to Ellison’s 
craft—we can map the vagabond archivization of photo-textual materials into the novelistic 
form, showing how precisely the Lafargue Clinic gave him a new “angle” from which to 
approach the stylistic innovations he developed in Invisible Man. At the same time, unearthing 
this archive provides important thematics tethered to a fascinating, largely unnoticed 
background. It underscores the photographic motif of these scenes—some of the novelistic 
language reads like descriptions of photographs, moments frozen in time—it gives us potent 
insight into the interiority of the Invisible Man, and new interpretive language with which to 
understand both him and the postwar moment from which he emerges. In other words, his dazed 
wandering in Harlem, everything he describes, is precisely what Ellison considered to be 
“photographic documentation of conditions that intensify mental disturbances.” His narrator here 
internalizes, embodies, and verbalizes these exact conditions, and the welling rage he feels—he 
wants to punch through the store windows—is contextualized by this archive into a larger social 
critique for the lack of institutional support of African Americans. Parks’s photographs, absent 
though they are, are transformed into prose-snapshots of the inner life of the protagonist.166 
Clearly, for Ellison, the Clinic is not simply a repository of psychoanalytical notions; it is an 
instrument through which Ellison looks beyond this façade in order to craft the postwar world of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
166 This is, in part, why I have tried to find the lost images and attempted to reconstruct Ellison’s original 
vision of the “Harlem is Nowhere” photo essay (see Booklet). 
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his invisible man. Ellison’s narrator is privy to the knowledge and experiences of both patient 
and doctor, writer and photographer, which in turn creates a complex, even schizophrenic, 
individual psychology that contributes to the novel’s haunting “sense of unreality.” 
Conclusion 
This clinic, this camera, this antidote, for Ellison, “represents a victory” over the lie of 
American democracy by embodying its true “principle.” In achieving this victory (the “victory at 
home”),167 in its secret moonlighting as “special kind of camera,” the Clinic sees what is invisible 
to most observers. This power of vision was obviously electrifying for a writer in the thick of 
writing a novel about an “invisible” man. The narrator explains to the reader: “I am invisible, 
understand, simply because people refuse to see me” (7); in fact, people “hardly believe that I 
exist” he declares (13). Just as Wright had declared, in his photo-essay, that “[t]hough the 
Lafargue Clinic does exist, there is a widely prevalent feeling among many people that it does 
not exist.”168 This invisible clinic could not only be the instrument through which one could 
perceive Harlem reality, but it could also see the invisible men of the world, and invite them 
inside for assistance. Through the camera-clinic, the world’s dispossessed go from “nowhere” to 
now here; exposed in the “light of understanding” for all to see, the photo-journalism of both 
Wright and Ellison is meant to force unwilling, blind, and sightless eyes to witness the lie of 
American democracy in a segregated nation, and point to its underground truth. 
Ralph Ellison’s talent as an innovative essayist was recognized early on by Richard 
Wright, to the point that Wright even suggested that Ellison may not be a fiction writer at all. In 
response to that letter, Ellison replied: “What you had to say about the contrast between my 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
167 It is interesting to note that 1948 was also the year a young Barney Rosset, who would go one to be one 
of the most important publishers and editors of postwar literature through his Grove Press, produced a 
groundbreaking documentary on racial inequality and intolerance in the U.S. entitled Strange Victory.  
168 Wright, “Psychiatry,” 51.  
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fictional and non-fictional prose is well taken; I have considered the possibility that I might not 
be a novelist myself. Nevertheless, I don’t plan to stop for a while, even if the work in progress 
fails.” The work in progress was of course the earliest stages of Invisible Man. Ellison went on to 
formulate, in that response letter, the problem that followed him wherever he went, either as 
novelist, photographer, journalist, or essayist:  
it isn’t the prose, per se, that worries me; it’s the form, the learning how to organize my 
material in order to take the maximum advantage of those psychological and emotional 
currents within myself and in the reader which endow prose with meaning; and which, in 
the writer, releases that upsurge of emotion which jells with conceptions and makes prose 
magical.169 
 
Through his aborted collaboration with Gordon Parks, Ellison tried to extend these problems of 
form to create “something new in photo-journalism”; to see if “that upsurge of emotion” could 
jell with those “intensified and heightened prose images” he had crafted for Parks to guide his 
camera eye.170 Ellison already knew, back in 1945, that such a tremendous task amounted to “an 
uncertain battle on a dark terrain, but,” as he told Wright, “as you know, brother, the victory is 
the best, most satisfying thing a writer could achieve.”171 
We might say that Ellison undertook his collaboration with Parks with a question posed 
by Richard Wright: “What new values of action or experience can be revealed by looking at 
Negro life through alien eyes or under the lenses of new concepts?”172 As the notes and contact 
sheets found in Ellison’s archive reveal, Ellison does not simply look through the lens of “new 
concepts,” but through the Clinic itself. Rather than having photographs document the Clinic, 
Ellison uses the clinic as camera; in short, rather than using photography to see the problem, 
Ellison wants to change the very way in which we see, look, and record. Whereas Wright takes 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
169 Ellison, Letter to Wright, 5 August 1945, Box 97, Folder 1314, RWP.  
170 Ellison, letter to Richard Wright, 21 January 1953. Box 97, folder 1314. RWP.  
171 Ellison, Letter to Wright, 5 August 1945, Box 97, Folder 1314, RWP.  
172 Wright, “Introduction” to BM, xxxi.  
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pictures of the clinic, Ellison takes pictures with the clinic. In conjuring the clinic as camera, 
Ellison creates a novel (and an essay) that, in true modernist parallactic fashion, can be wielded 
to readjust, skew, realign, fix that “peculiar disposition of the eyes” his protagonist deplores in 
the Prologue.  
For Ellison, the nature of the photo-essay itself comes loaded with a “Pictorial Problem.” 
In Wright’s case, the problem lies in the socio-economic conditions of Harlem life—and African 
American life as a whole—pictorially all we need is to point the camera and shoot; this should 
spread the impact of its reality like an activist’s Triumph of the Will. Wright’s documentary 
journalism is filled with a sense of urgency that Ellison does not seem to have. For Wright, the 
need to prove that the clinic exists requires expediency, and once the photographs have been 
deployed in that service, he can leave them behind. For Ellison, the atmospheric conditions he 
captured linger decade after decade, and seems to authorize his redeployment of the same 
documentary material.  
Nevertheless, Wright does diagnose similar problematic conditions in America as Ellison. 
While there is a problem detected in the subject (Harlem, America), for Wright this does not 
correlate to a problem in representing that problem. One believes that documents, helped by the 
artist’s consideration of “imponderables,” can reconstruct the problem for the reader, while the 
other feels that archival records must be transformed by the artist’s gaze and through the 
instruments he wields. And yet, as I showed, the language Wright uses in his introduction to 
Black Metropolis and “Psychiatry Comes to Harlem” can be eerily similar to Ellison’s key 
formulations in “Harlem is Nowhere.” When Wright posits a “fatal division of being,” a “split,” 
and “uneasiness” that “haunts her [America’s] conscience, taints her moral preachments, lending 
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an air of unreality to her actions,”173 Ellison seems mesmerized by his words, and conveys the 
same sentiment when he conjures the “sense of unreality that haunts Harlem” in his photo-essay. 
Without Wright’s intervention, who knows, perhaps even Ellison would not have believed, let 
alone see, that Harlem (and the Clinic) really existed.  
Ultimately, however, Ralph Ellison refuses Richard Wright’s more propagandist 
approach to photo-journalism as itself an invisible form of understatement. This refusal strikes at 
the heart of the archival problem emerging between the aesthetics of these two ex-FWP 
colleagues. Wright’s equating of photography with reality, of rates and figures with authenticity 
and accuracy, thus with the unspoiled realism of his art—the fact that both “sincere art and 
honest science” match up perfectly in his works—belies the positivism operating at the core of 
his documentary impulse. Without a doubt, Wright’s art can always be accompanied by the 
“sincere” adjective he gives to his formulated ideal—sincerity is perhaps the dominant feature of 
his aesthetic, and often the reason his works leave such a profound and long-lasting 
impression—but how can one double-check the “honesty” of scientific fact? As an artist, Ellison 
displays a fundamental mistrust of science; what is an “honest science” if not a reflection of the 
speaker’s ideology? Ellison seems to ask. Facts are honest only insofar as they reflect what you 
already believe.  
Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison’s two photo-essays seem poised between two different 
moments in the evolution of street photography and literary practice. As Sara Blair observes, the 
1930s and 40s seemed dedicated to an “activist image-making” through “the impact of 
photographic narrative.” But after WWII and into the 1950s, photography was “redirected 
toward a more allusive post-war aesthetic.”174 That very shift can be observed in the divergence 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
173 Ibid., xxi. 
174 Blair, Cambridge Companion, 63-64.  
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of approach between the two writers: and tracing this divergence also helps us to map the 
evolution of the American novel from the documentary character of social realism to the 
fragmented subjectivity of (post)modernism. Just as the Lafargue Clinic is conceptually turned 
into a camera, thus into an instrument of democratic self-fashioning, the archive is another such 
instrument. In tracing the history of these photo-essays, I detect an optimism to Ellison’s archival 
practice, because as his redeployment of “Harlem is Nowhere” in his novel and twice in 1964 
shows, we don’t simply have “one shot” at making this nation follow its democratic promise, but 
rather, we can keep taking our shots again and again, at any time, and match our voice with new 





“Too Obscure for Learned Classification”: 
Comic Books, Counterculture, and Archival Invisibility in Invisible Man1 
 
Comic books are a largely unnoticed presence in Ralph Ellison’s life and work, a critical 
blind spot that reflects comics’ historical status as “the invisible art,” as Scott McCloud famously 
calls them.2 Their invisibility associates these cheap, undervalued, and fleeting American 
artifacts not only with Invisible Man’s central conceit, but also with those discursive events 
Michel Foucault declares, amid his discussion of the archive, “invisible by virtue of being too 
much at the surface of things.”3 Yet as the novel’s narrator concludes, after his encounter with 
the comic-book reading zoot-suiters in the subway, “They’d been there all along, but somehow 
I’d missed them.”4 The Ellisonian archive—both his Papers in the Library of Congress and his 
published corpus—reveals that comics have indeed been there all along. In a 1977 interview, 
Ellison is asked if there are any popular influences in his work and replies, “Oh, sure, I use 
anything from movies to comic strips.”5 More than two decades earlier, Ellison had told a group 
of writers and publishers that “the individual man . . . is more apt to get a sense of wonder, a 
sense of self-awareness and a sharper reflection of his world from a comic book than from most 
novels.”6 Echoing that sentiment two years later in “Society, Morality and the Novel,” Ellison 
writes: “the reader who looks here [modern novels] for some acknowledgement of the turbulence 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Parts of this chapter were previously published as “The Comic-Book World of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible 
Man,” in Novel: A Forum on Fiction, 43.2, Summer 2010.  
2 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. (New York: Perennial-Harper, 1993). 
3 Michel Foucault, “Michel Foucault explique son dernier livre,” Dits et Écrits I, 1954-1975 (Paris : 
Éditions Gallimard, 2001), 800. All translations from the French are mine. 
4 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man [1952]. (New York: Vintage-Random, 1995), 443. From now on, cited 
parenthetically in text. 
5 Ellison, “The Essential Ellison.” Conversations with Ralph Ellison. eds. Graham, Maryemma, and 
Amritjit Singh (Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1995), 362. 
6 Ellison, “What’s Wrong with the American Novel?” American Scholar 24, Autumn 1955, 472. 
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he feels around him would be better satisfied by a set of comic books.”7 Though obviously 
committed to the novelistic form, Ellison has never concealed his sustained engagement with 
comics, and has in fact scattered comic-book allusions throughout Invisible Man.  
On the one hand, Ellison’s predilection for indigenous American forms of expression like 
jazz, as well as his embrace of popular forms, renders him receptive to the “invisible art.” 
However, his allegiance to the novel and his attunement to the violent, hostile reality of what 
Invisible Man calls the “comic-book world” of Harlem during his funeral oration for the fallen 
Tod Clifton, also indicate Ellison’s wariness toward countercultural forces and their relation to 
black leadership (458). In their portrayal of violence in defense of a “higher” purpose both 
Invisible Man and comic books exhibit a troubled relationship to the law, and raise the question 
of whether the American fantasies and myths found in mass culture contribute to an individual’s 
cultivation or lead to unrealistic expectations and a life of crime.8  Ellison’s narrative and 
superhero comics both present vigilantism as a viable, and perhaps inevitable, extra-legal means 
of achieving justice in an unjust world. These issues are framed by Ellison’s work and 
association with Dr. Fredric Wertham, founder of the Lafargue Psychiatric Clinic in Harlem and 
instigator of a major crusade against comic books throughout the 1950s (Fig. 1). Ellison’s 
published writings and those stored at the Library of Congress make apparent that issues 
surrounding the comic book culture of the Cold War directly link up with many of the novel’s 
bigger themes: the rapport between violence and heroism, youth culture and leadership, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Ellison, “Society, Morality and the Novel,” in The Collected Essays of Ralph Ellison. Ed. John F. 
Callahan (New York: Modern, 2003), 717. The works Ellison is here discussing are by “Joyce, James, Freud, Marx, 
Sartre, Camus, Unanumo, Kierkegaard, Fitzgerald, Hemingway and Lionel Trilling . . . the whole corpus of genteel 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century fiction, especially the European” (717). I thank Robert O’Meally for pointing out 
this piece.  
8 In “An Interview with Ralph Ellison” with Allen Geller from 1963, when he is asked about how his novel 
might be misunderstood by new readers, Ellison comments, “Now people are reading [Invisible Man] and they think 
that I invented Malcolm X” (Conversations, 85). Malcolm X was, after all, a reformed criminal turned erudite 




Fig.1. Cover of a 1949 brochure produced by the Lafargue Clinic (note the address on the bottom left), found in 
Ellison’s Lafargue Clinic folder at the Library of Congress. The brochure advertised an exhibition at the Charles-
Fourth Gallery titled “School for Sadism.” “The collection, based on the studies of Dr. Frederic [sic] Wertham . . . is 
a thought-provoking exposé of the violence, sadism, and general underlying damage perpetrated by the popular 
‘comic’ books on American children today.” Note the choice of comics displayed, emphasizing “CRIME,” 
“GUNS,” MURDER,” “LAWBREAKERS,” “TARGET,” and “THE HUMAN TORCH.” In the context of a nation 
with a history of lynching and racial profiling, these titles take on tragic connotations.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Figure scanned from copy of brochure in Box 4, folder 18, Lafargue Clinic Records. Schomburg Center 
for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library. 
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Harlem and urban life. Harlem and comics—in content as well as in their lurid and colorful 
vividness—seem to be intrinsically linked in Ellison’s mind, a relation I will parse by reading the 
Harlem riot episode in Invisible Man alongside Ellison’s sociological writings on Harlem, most 
notably “Harlem’s America” and “Harlem Is Nowhere,” Ellison’s piece on Wertham’s Lafargue 
Clinic.  
The archive assists us in seeing how Invisible Man’s narrative arc resembles many origin 
stories—whether those found in the bildungsroman or even those recounted in early superhero 
comics. The novel traces the episodic metamorphosis of the protagonist from naïve Southern 
schoolboy to urban outlaw living in an underground lair. This “outlaw” promises to play a 
socially responsible leadership role even though he is evidently a man with aggressive 
tendencies—he beats up that “blond man” within an inch of his life, tries to kill Kimbro in the 
Liberty Paints engine room, and spears Ras through the mouth—a combination of violence and 
principle that verges on vigilantism. On his way back to the Epilogue, the novel will see Invisible 
Man undergo a strange transformation through a science experiment gone wrong, challenge and 
thwart a police eviction, run from a mysterious assailant on rooftops, and engage in some 
impressive street fighting using a chain.  
Invisible Man thus possesses both structural and thematic affinities with the “ten-cent 
plague”10 that changed America in the postwar years, and Ellison’s recourse to comic book 
allusions offers a new angle for understanding what he calls the “unreality” of the Harlem he is 
often at pains to depict in his novel and essays. While he does not unreservedly endorse the 
influence of comics on American youth, Ellison subtly critiques the reigning belief that comics 
mobilize only the nefarious perversities and dangers of mass culture, and in doing so he 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 David Hajdu, The Ten-Cent Plague: The Great Comic-Book Scare and How It Changed America (New 
York: Farrar, 2008). 
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strategically underscores the productive, imaginative dynamism comics possess as models of 
urban nimbleness and adaptability. In the process, Ellison takes advantage of literature’s own 
nimbleness in incorporating subjects often left outside “official” history.  In that sense, the zoot-
suiters of the novel become “history’s own revenge,” its “big surprise;” they elude positivist 
paradigms of archival conservation (441). The novel form’s status as counter-archive consists in 
its capacity to accommodate the outmoded and the dead, the new and the urgent, as well as the 
“fate and promise” of what is to come. Tracing the comic-book allusions in Invisible Man in the 
context of their previous invisibility in scholarship underscores how certain ephemeral aspects of 
American life resist easy conversion into an “official” archive, even as the novelist nevertheless 
“gropes” to incorporate them into his tale.11 
In her introduction to Archive Stories: Facts, Fiction, and the Writing of History, 
Antoinette Burton stresses the need to consider “the novel as legitimate archives (that is to say, 
as makers of History).” Doing so, she suggests, “forces us to confront the limits of the official 
archive by acknowledging the power of literature to materialize those countless historical 
subjects who may never have come under the archival gaze.”12 Ellison’s Invisible Man nuances 
Burton’s claim by indicating that it is not simply a matter of “those countless historical subjects” 
never having “come under the archival gaze,” but rather that they remained invisible to it 
“because of a peculiar disposition of the eyes” (3), as the narrator puts it. This invisibility is akin 
to a Foucaultian view of the archive as a method of exclusion enforced by peculiar 
“configurations of power.”13 Since Foucault defines his “archaeological” method as “render[ing] 
visible that which is invisible by virtue of being too much at the surface of things,” we can speak 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 For Ellison’s particular use of “groping,” see  “The Essential Ellison,” Conversations, 345-346. 
12 Antoinette Burton, “Introduction: Archive Fever, Archive Stories,” Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions, and 
the Writing of History. Ed. Antoinette Burton. (Durham & London: Duke UP, 2005), 16-17. 
13 Hamilton, Harris, and Reid, “Introduction” to Refiguring the Archive, eds. Carolyn Hamilton, Verne 
Harris, Jane Taylor, Michele Pickover, Graeme Reid, and Razia Saleh (Cape Town: David Philip, 2002), 9. 
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of the archive’s exclusion as an Ellisonian invisibility embodied by those who are “outside the 
groove of history” (443). The novel’s counter-archival gaze is explicitly intimated in the subway 
platform episode when the narrator finally sees three zoot-suiters, those mysterious boys who, 
like Tod Clifton and later Invisible Man himself, are “living outside the realm of history” and 
who are, crucially, completely absorbed in the reading of comic books (441-442). Invisible Man 
thus exhibits a “whole different order of archival imaginary”14 that challenges history by asking 
the central archival questions, given voice by the narrator in this episode, “Was this all that 
would be recorded? Was this the only true history of the times?” (443).  
Harlem’s Little Batmen 
When Ellison began writing Invisible Man, he reports reading Lord Raglan’s The Hero, a 
work that traces the common characteristics of mythic heroes. As Ellison puts it in Shadow and 
Act, Raglan’s text “got [him] to thinking about the ambiguity of Negro leadership during that 
period.”15 Inspired by Kenneth Burke and the modernist techniques of Joyce and Eliot, Ellison 
studied folklore and myth as a way to inform and inflect his own time.16 Ellison saw in heroism 
and myth the ingredients of individual leadership; his 1981 introduction to Invisible Man evinces 
his wish to imaginatively create an ideal sovereign figure that would transcend any and all 
restrictions, be they racial, societal, or merely human, through an unrelenting “personal vision of 
possibility.”17 “At its most serious,” Ellison writes, “fiction . . . is a thrust toward a human 
ideal.”18 For a novelist like Ellison who is attuned to the reappearance of myth and heroism in 
novels and in contemporary fashion, comic books, then littering every corner of America, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Burton, 17.  
15 Ellison, “That Same Pain, That Same Pleasure: An Interview.” Collected Essays, 76. 
16 Ellison explains in “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke”: “I use folklore in my work not because I am 
Negro, but because writers like Eliot and Joyce made me conscious of the literary value of my folk inheritance.” 
(Collected Essays, 111-112). 
17 Ellison, “Introduction,” 1981. Invisible Man, xxii. 
18 Ibid., xx. 
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evidently offered a new fantastic vision of possibility, one made manifest in the form of the 
superhero.19 Comic book writers were practicing a similar plundering of myth in elevating 
individuals to superhuman status. As a hero who has no superpowers but rather actualizes the 
human’s superhuman possibilities, the Batman, created in 1939, was a particularly seductive 
emblem. This explains why Ellison would refer to the character directly in his sociological 
observations published as “Harlem’s America.”  
Throughout Invisible Man, Ellison seeks to enact a balance between tradition and change 
using the appeal to mass culture as a bridge, an approach to tradition echoing that of Ellison’s 
close friend Albert Murray in The Hero and the Blues. Tradition, Murray suggests, is “that which 
continues; it is also the medium by which and through which continuation occurs.”20 His 
statement should be understood in the context of Ellison’s and Murray’s interest in the American 
penchant for supernatural legends and fables, particularly as they are discussed in Constance 
Rourke’s American Humor.21 Murray’s reading of Rourke’s study suggests how this American 
production of tall tales might have evolved into comic books. Comics become an example of 
how “the traditional adapts itself to change, or renews itself through change,” and thus represent 
an offshoot of the American “resilience”—Rourke’s term—that “regenerates itself in the 
vernacular,”22 a feature much discussed in the selected correspondence between Ellison and 
Murray published as Trading Twelves, and one Ellison praised in his foreword to John Atlee 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Hajdu claims that in the mid-1940s, “the comic book was the most popular form of entertainment in 
America. Comics were selling between eighty million and a hundred million copies every week, with a typical issue 
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magazines for adults” (5). 
20 Albert Murray. The Hero and the Blues (Columbia: U of Missouri P, 1973), 72. 
21 Constance Rourke, American Humor: A Study of the National Character. [1931]. (New York: New York 
Review of Books, 2004). 
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Kouwenhoven’s The Beer Can by the Highway.23 Leslie Fiedler, one of the many New York 
Intellectuals writing on comic books in the 1940s and 1950s, was quick to realize that the 
superheroes populating comics “are seen as inheritors, for all their superficial differences, of the 
inner impulses of traditional folk art.”24 
As for the fantasies pervading his youth in Oklahoma, Ellison notes that he and his 
friends strove to recreate the archetypes and legendary figures of American myth—those “which 
violated all ideas of social hierarchy and order”—and to recast them as “Negro American.”25 
Ellison’s yearning to appropriate for African Americans the archetypes traditionally reserved for 
white Americans serves as an underlying motivation for taking the invariably white superhero 
and imagining a black counterpart. In his eulogy for his friend Romare Bearden, Ellison directly 
points to comics as the source of archetypal figures to be reimagined as African American in his 
recollection of the “hero of my childhood,” a young neighbor of his in Oklahoma City, who: 
filled his notebooks with cartoon characters who acted out visual narratives that I found 
far more interesting than those provided by the newspaper comic sections. More 
interesting because they were about us, about Negro boys like ourselves. He filled his 
notebooks with drawings which told the stories of Negro cowboys and rodeo stars like 
Bill Pickett, of detectives and gangsters, athletes, clowns and heroes. Indeed, he created 
such a variety of characters and adventures that our entire neighborhood took on a 
dimension of wonder.26  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 John Atlee Kouwenhoven. The Beer Can by the Highway: Essays on What’s “American” about America. 
[1961]. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1988). Constance Rourke casts “resilience as a prime trait” (Murray 18) of 
the American national character, and uses the term (resilience) multiple times in American Humor. Albert Murray 
appropriates the term in his own work (see The Omni-Americans: Black Experience and American Culture [New 
York: Da Capo, 1970], 16-17). In Trading Twelves, the letters of Ellison and Murray also use this term, as well as 
nimbleness, in an analogous way (see Trading Twelves: The Selected Letters of Ralph Ellison and Albert Murray. 
Eds. Murray, Albert, and John F. Callahan (New York: Modern, 2000). 
24 Leslie Fiedler, “The Middle against Both Ends.” Arguing Comics: Literary Masters on a Popular 
Medium. Eds. Jeet Heer and Kent Worcester (Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 2004), 126. 
25 Ellison, “Introduction” to Shadow and Act, 53-54.  
26 Ellison, “Bearden,” Collected Essays, 836. 
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Ellison felt that the comics of this childhood hero and the art of Bearden “speak eloquently of a 
promise which goes far beyond the designs and figures displayed within their frames.”27 This 
sentiment closely echoes one he expressed at the 1966 Senate hearing on “The Crisis in Our 
Cities,” published as “Harlem’s America.” There Ellison casts the city, and Harlem specifically 
(the next neighborhood to take on a “dimension of wonder” for Ellison), as the site for 
overcoming the frustrations and restrictions faced by “Negro children” and African Americans as 
a whole: “Harlem is a place where our folklore is preserved, and transformed. It is the place 
where the body of Negro myth and legend thrives. It is a place where our styles . . . find 
continuity and metamorphosis.”28  The city should ideally be a “place for allowing the individual 
to achieve his highest promise.”29 Ellison’s sensibility for what he calls “promise” creates a kind 
of ethereal matrix for his thoughts on mythic figures as they are found and reinvented in comics 
and in Harlem and also, as I will discuss, for his relation to the great number of “juvenile 
delinquents” populating Harlem and America. At the hearing, speaking of the changes occurring 
in Harlem at the time, Ellison tells members of the Senate that with the children of those African 
Americans who had migrated North to Harlem, “you had a different situation, because [these 
children] could see what is possible within the big city. They could see the wonderful 
possibilities offered by the city to define one’s own individuality, to amplify one’s talent, to find 
a place for one’s self.”30 At the same time, Ellison notes, many of these children had poor 
schooling, and sometimes their parents had no schooling at all. “This,” says Ellison, “makes for a 
great deal of frustration.”31 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Ibid., 839. 
28 Ellison, “Harlem’s America,” New Leader (26 September 1966), 28. 
29 Ibid., 29. 




The period Ellison alludes to, the 1930s to the 1950s, coincides with the rapid growth of 
the comic book industry among millions of American children regardless of color. Having 
situated Negro youth culture as caught between possibility and frustration, Ellison describes the 
motivation for their dreams in terms of both nationalism and comics: 
Now, on the other hand, these are American children, and Americans are taught to be 
restless, to be mobile, to be daring. Our myths teach this, our cartoons teach us this, our 
athletic sports teach us this. The whole society is geared to making the individual 
restless, to making him test himself against the possibilities around him…. So you see 
little Negro Batmen flying around Harlem just as you see little white Batmen flying 
around Sutton Place. It is in the blood. But while the white child who is taken with these 
fantasies has many opportunities for working them into real life situations, too often the 
Negro child is unable to do so. This leads the Negro child who identifies with the heroes 
and outlaws of fantasy to feel frustrated and to feel that society has designated him the 
outlaw, for he is treated as one. Thus his sense of being outside the law is not simply a 
matter of fantasy, it is a reality based on the incontrovertible fact of race.32 
 
In other words, the restless, mobile, and daring black youths fully engaged in the pursuit of the 
“infinite possibilities” that the city seems to offer naturally identify with the outlaws of American 
fantasy because, like the Batman, they are branded as such. But what Ellison is careful to 
underscore here is that “the incontrovertible fact of race” positions the African American outside 
the law, where the fantasy of heroic action opens the possibility for the kind of vigilantism 
practiced by Batman. Indeed, the defiance and determination involved in bypassing the 
limitations imposed on his freedom, combined with the intention to develop himself “for the 
performance of many and diverse roles,”33 reveals Ellison’s protagonist to be quite the little 
Batman himself. Ellison’s own phraseology in “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke” directly 
associates his protagonist with the youth described above, explaining that Invisible Man “gets his 
restless mobility not so much from the blues or from sociology but because he appears in a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ellison, “Introduction” to Shadow and Act, 54. 
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literary form which has time and social change as its special province. Besides,” Ellison adds, 
“restlessness of the spirit is an American condition.”34  
Ellison had already begun to think through the relations between crime, social change, 
and the Negro in America during his journalistic coverage of the Harlem riot of 1943. As 
Ellison’s archive shows, the young writer had witnessed, photographed, and described the riot in 
an unpublished piece composed shortly after the events themselves. In “Let Us Consider the 
Harlem ‘Crime Wave’,” Ellison expresses his righteous anger at mainstream media’s depiction 
of a “crime wave” in Harlem, and argues that the crimes perpetrated in Harlem are 
fundamentally a “manifestation of our collective will to life.” Of the many gangs that have 
sprouted in Harlem, including those who resell stolen goods (whom he calls the “hotstuff man”), 
Ellison qualifies their crimes as “good for the community.” Crime, in fact, is central to the very 
humanity of the American Negro for Ellison; echoing an underlying notion explored in Wright’s 
Native Son, Ellison declares: “the moment we seek to exert our own humanity we must commit a 
crime.”35  
The Birthmark 
Even before the Harlem riot, Ellison had already combined, in literary form, the themes 
of crime, comics, and racial discrimination that are at play in Invisible Man and Wertham’s 
social psychiatry. Testing out Kenneth Burke’s “symbolic action” through the modernist method 
of dropping “a detail in its proper place in an action” so that “it gathers up associations and 
meanings,”36 Ellison strategically deploys comic strips in one of his earliest short stories: “The 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Ellison, “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke,” 111. 
35 Ellison, “Let Us Consider the Harlem Crime Wave,” Box 101, folder 3, Ralph Ellison Papers, Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC 20540. 
36 Ellison, “The Essential Ellison,” Conversations, 373. 
201 
	  
Birthmark,” published in New Masses in 1940.37  In the story, the broken body of a black man 
lies in the grass by the side of the road. A white patrolman and his partner inform the dead man’s 
brother and sister—Matt and Clara, who have come to identify the body—that the man died in a 
car accident. But the body is so mangled and torn that the siblings, horrified, quickly understand 
that “HE WAS LYNCHED!”38 Not only that but, as Matt attempts to identify his brother’s body 
by locating his birthmark, he sees that he looks “worse than a stuck hog,” “his flesh was hacked 
and pounded as though it had been beaten with hammers,” his “ribs had been caved in” and that 
he has been “castrated.”39 The birthmark has disappeared precisely because of the castration, a 
fact Matt could only apprehend through an unwanted handling of comics: when he first arrives at 
the scene, his brother’s torn body—and groin area specifically—is covered with the newspaper’s 
“colored comic sheets.”40 
In this early story, then, Ellison alludes to two cultural signifiers of American violence: 
first, the Frontier figure of the corrupt, gun-swinging and hat-wearing lawman, and second, 
comics. Ellison does the same in his novel twelve years later: a Western is the only movie 
Invisible Man sees in the course of the novel’s action,41 and comics can be felt thematically, 
structurally, and directly—especially in the second half of the novel. The deployment of comics 
in “The Birthmark” is associated with the law’s power to literally “cover up” the violence done 
to African Americans. In a racist nation, power comes with controlling the instruments of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Ellison, “The Birthmark.” New Masses (July 2, 1940): 16-17. 
38 Ibid., 17. 
39 Ibid., 16. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Once the narrator only has a single letter left—the one destined for Emerson—a depressed and fearful 
Invisible Man goes to a movie, “a picture of frontier life with heroic Indian fighting and struggles against flood, 
storm and forest fire, with the out-numbered settlers winning each engagement; an epic of wagon trains rolling ever 
westward” (170). The film is successful is providing the escapism the young man seeks, but it fails to reinvigorate 
him through identification. As he puts it, he “forgot [him]self (although there was no one like me taking part in the 
adventures)” (170). The need for African-Americans to “take part in the adventures” is one of the chief underlying 
themes of Ellison’s career as a public intellectual.   
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violence and having the state-sanctioned permission to use them. The newspaper comics 
adventures, by failing to depict African-American heroes, symbolically castrate the black man, 
circumscribing his sense of opportunity and access to power; this castration is the “reality based 
on the incontrovertible fact of race” Ellison laments in 1966.  
Frantz Fanon diagnoses the exact same problem with American comics in his Black Skin, 
White Masks, published the same year as Invisible Man, when he stresses how the ubiquity of 
white heroes in comics leads black children to identify with magazines that “are put together by 
white men for little white men,” and which often feature villains as “Negroes or Indians.” “This 
is the heart of the problem,” Fanon adds, because “the little Negro, quite as easily as the little 
white boy, becomes an explorer, an adventurer, a missionary ‘who faces the danger of being 
eaten by the wicked Negroes’.”42 Since “all those ‘comic books’ serve actually as a release for 
collective aggression,” Fanon would “like nothing more nor less than the establishment of 
children’s magazines especially for Negroes.”43 This project of creating heroic black characters 
who take part in such adventures was exactly what Ellison’s Oklahoma neighbor had done in his 
little notebooks, a metamorphosis that inspired and marked the young Ellison. Subsequently, just 
as Matt in “The Birthmark” wishes he had a gun of his own to face the law, Ellison appropriates 
for himself and his craft the same instruments of power. Thus the “birthmark” is not simply an 
over-determined symbol of “the incontrovertible fact” of being born black in America, but also 
connotes, more generally, the concept of origins (“it is in the blood”). By replacing the birthmark 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Frantz Fanon, Black Skins, White Masks. [1952]. Trans. by Charles Lam Markmann. (New York: Grove 
Press, 1967), 146. 
43 Ibid., 146, 148. In 1947, a black Philadelphia journalist by the name of Orrin C. Evans had actually done 
precisely what Fanon calls for by independently publishing, in Harlem, the first issue of All-Negro Comics. The 
back cover of this comic reads: “This is the first issue of All-Negro Comics jam-packed with fast action, African 
adventure, good clean humor and fantasy […] Every brush stroke and pen line in the drawings on these pages are by 
Negro artists […] All-Negro Comics will not only give Negro artists an opportunity gainfully to use their talents, but 
it will glorify Negro historical achievements….” (All-Negro Comics #1, June, 1947.) The description then goes on to 
explain why each character has been created (e.g. Ace Harlem to honor Negro cops, and so on).  
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with comics on the victim’s body, the mark becomes the arkhē of Ellison’s use of comics as 
literary allusion, pointing as it does to the commencement of their power in his Oklahoma 
childhood.  
Jacques Derrida, who gave us his famous “Freudian impression” of the archive in Archive 
Fever, would surely take particular pleasure in Ellison’s conglomeration of castration, race, 
comics, and origins in this story.44 Derrida stresses how there is “No archive without the 
established spacing of a site of impression,” and asks, “What then becomes the archive when it is 
inscribed upon the body itself? For example in accordance with a circumcision, in its 
composition or its shape?”45 “The Birthmark” uncannily provides us with such an embodied 
inscription, where a black man’s dead body sans phallus is the archival site of Ellison’s wish for 
heroic power in the form of comics. Without offering a deeper psychoanalytic reading—at best 
this would lead to tepid and worn insights—I simply want to underscore how the 
superimposition of comics upon the castrated birthmark of the victim is a particularly rich site 
for theorizing the archival commencement of Ellison’s thought regarding the import of comics.  
Write or Murder 
In Ellison’s later novel, Invisible Man’s fraught relationship to society and the law comes 
to the fore in the disturbing confessions of the prologue/epilogue where, seen through the prism 
of comic book ethics, Invisible Man exhibits an increasing sense of vigilantism. The narrator 
explains that “now, after first being ‘for’ society and then ‘against’ it, I assign myself no rank or 
any limit” and states that “my world has become one of infinite possibilities.”46 His world is 
nevertheless one riddled with contradictions: “[T]he world is just as concrete, ornery, vile and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression. Trans. by Eric Prenowitz (Chicago & London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 2. 
45 Jacques Derrida. “Prière d’insérer.” Mal d’Archive: une impression Freudienne (Paris: Galilée, 2008), 
unpaginated. My translation. 
46 Ellison, Invisible Man, 576. 
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sublimely wonderful as before, only now I better understand my relation to it and it to me” (576). 
Invisible Man, in line with his blues-sense, has learned to thrive on these contradictions: “I 
condemn and affirm, say no and say yes, say yes and say no” (579); “I denounce and I defend 
and I hate and I love” (580). He confesses, at the very end, that even though “there’s still a 
conflict within me,” he is “coming out nevertheless” because “even an invisible man has a 
socially responsible role to play” (581). Vigilantes such as Batman act under their own authority, 
tolerating “no rank or any limit,” and come out of their lairs to make a difference in the world, 
motivated by their own individual sense of social responsibility. It is precisely for these reasons 
that such vigilantism can be inspiring to a black boy’s sense of opportunity, positioned ‘outside 
the law’ as he is. Accordingly, Invisible Man sees his outlaw status—he steals his electricity 
through “an act of sabotage” (7), he lives “off the grid” in his hole, he smokes marijuana and 
beats people up—as operating in the service of his aim to “protect the higher interests of society” 
(14). As Batman himself once put it, “If you can’t beat them ‘inside’ the law . . . you must beat 
them ‘outside’ it.”47 Resorting to violence seems to constitute part of Invisible Man’s “socially 
responsible role” when, filled with rage, he attempts a kind of underlying justification for the 
vigilante stance he is adopting. In the prologue, he asks the reader to remember the man he head-
butted and kicked: 
Take the man whom I almost killed: Who was responsible for that near murder—I? I 
don’t think so, and I refuse it. I won’t buy it. You can’t give it to me. He bumped me, he 
insulted me. Shouldn’t he, for his own personal safety, have recognized my hysteria, my 
“danger potential”? … And if he had yelled for a policeman, wouldn’t I have been taken 
for the offending one? Yes, yes, yes! Let me agree with you, I was the irresponsible 
one; for I should have used my knife to protect the higher interests of society. (14) 
 
Responsibility here seems to also mean “answerability,” in that the protagonist is not answerable 
for the violent actions he perpetrates upon those who fail to see him, even though the law, here in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




the form of the policeman, would incontrovertibly cast him as the criminal (that is precisely the 
scenario of “The Birthmark”). In these circumstances, he is exempt from blame in unleashing his 
“danger potential” since his actions are rather a consequence of what is wrong with American 
society.48 This kind of irresponsibility,” he claims, “is part of my invisibility” (14). But the above 
statement is even more alarming, for Invisible implies that he acted irresponsibly in failing to use 
his knife to “protect the higher interests of society,” as he “should have,” which turns violent 
action—in this case, murder—into a moral imperative. If we are to believe his call for a renewed 
sense of social “responsibility,” which the prologue shows must come in the form of violent 
action, the resulting message is that the vigilantism depicted in comic books can have a “lasting 
value” for African Americans.49 Finding a complicity between crime and social utility is the core 
contradiction of vigilantism, yet contradiction is not only the fundamental worldview of the 
vigilante, but that of Invisible Man as well: “contradiction […] is how the world moves: Not like 
an arrow, but a boomerang” (6).  
The boomeranging complicity between crime and social utility in Invisible Man can be 
traced back to the archive. Having just read Wright’s 12 Million Black Voices, a deeply 
emotional Ellison shares with Wright, in a 1941 letter, how he has “learned to keep the bitterness 
submerged… so that those passions which could so easily be criminal might be socially useful.” 
In Ellison’s thinking, these passions are characteristic of those who, like his novel’s protagonist, 
“shot up from the same region,” those “for whom the trauma of passing from the country to the 
city of destruction brought no anesthesia of unconsciousness, but left our nerves peeled and 
quivering. We are not the numbed, but the seething. God! It makes you want to write and write 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Recall Ellison’s statements cited above in “Let Us Consider the Harlem ‘Crime Wave’.”  
49 As Ellison ultimately argues in “The World and the Jug,” the writer’s real way of sharing the experience 
of his group is to convert its mutual suffering into lasting value” (Collected Essays, 184). 
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and write, or murder.”50 Although there are only two alternatives here, to write or to murder, 
either option “might be socially useful.” This is precisely the dilemma at the heart of Invisible 
Man’s stance toward society: he “should have used [his] knife to protect the higher interests of 
society,” yet ends up instead committing a “near murder” and writing down his story (14). 
Ellison’s sense of writing as an alternative to murder can help explain why Invisible Man has 
been increasingly aligned with a kind of vigilantism, not as a “superhero” but as a writer. The 
two alternative reactions are not opposed. The last line of the novel—“Who knows but that, on 
the lower frequencies, I speak for you?” (581)—still contains a kernel of vigilantism, in the sense 
that Invisible Man considers himself in a state of exception and takes on the task of acting on our 
behalf. Like a comic book, the novel stresses the uncomfortable notion that, under certain 
circumstances, the individual will have to forgo the law and use violence as a means of ridding 
society of its evil. 
In the early days of comics, the violent acts of superheroes always had productive 
consequences for society; redemptive violence is precisely the foundation of the outlaw hero’s 
relation to society. Such heroes embody what Ellison yearns for in his letter to Wright: the 
harnessing of potentially criminal passions for social improvement. Positioning his hero in terms 
of these precarious ethics, Ellison invokes the world of “infinite possibilities” (576), where the 
fantasy that criminals can be heroes assures the reading public that antisocial and aggressive acts 
are not only healthy but necessary for upholding justice. What is necessarily simplified and 
idealized in comics is made much more complex in a novel. Since exacting violence upon those 
we consider undesirable is ultimately undemocratic and often hardly redemptive (as in “The 
Birthmark”), Ellison is careful to stress that “there’s still a conflict” within his protagonist; while 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Ellison, letter to Richard Wright, 3 November 1941. Box 97, “Personal Correspondence,” Ralph Ellison, 
1937–1953. Richard Wright Papers. Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library, Yale University. 
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he “condemns” and “denounces,” he also “affirms” and “defends” and, most important, commits 
only a near murder in the name of social justice. The comic book tendency of divesting violent 
acts of their antisocial nature is too dangerous a slippage for Ellison to condone. It is also what 
Fredric Wertham’s work at the Lafargue Clinic condemned. Nevertheless, Ellison does 
demonstrate the appeal of outlaw figures who, like Batman, seize the right to operate “free of 
procedural and institutional restraint.”51 Invisible Man’s “danger potential” includes his capacity 
for violence and his achievements as a writer, both of which have the potential to be socially 
redemptive. Indeed, Ellison feels that “books represent socially useful acts.”52 Writing becomes a 
kind of democratic vigilantism free of subservience to institutions like law enforcement, where 
“speaking for you” is aimed at the common man.  
Operating outside institutional tethers was particularly appealing to an African American 
community that was disenfranchised to the point of invisibility. Booker T. Washington’s 
Tuskegee Institute, as Thomas Hill Schaub mentions, had utterly failed as the “symbol of a 
leadership”53 for the Negro community, and the young Invisible Man overcomes his 
disillusionment when he understands that the answer to Negro leadership lies in individual 
power. Indeed, the outlaw hero ideal is about as far from Booker T’s “cast down your bucket” 
ethics as one can get. Ellison was convinced that “American society cannot define the role of the 
individual… it is our fate as Americans to achieve that sense of self-consciousness through our 
own efforts.”54 This statement echoes the comment cited earlier in this chapter, in which Ellison 
sees comics as a source of self-awareness superior to the novel. Ellison’s combination of 
individualism and certain surreal narrative modes, as Schaub suggests, “thus has a political 	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Johns Hopkins UP, 2001), 17. 
52 Ellison, “On Initiation Rites and Power: A Lecture at West Point.” Collected Essays, 541. 
53 Thomas Hill Schaub, American Fiction in the Cold War (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1991), 97. 
54 Ellison, “On Initiation Rites and Power,” 532. 
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motive… [H]is use of interior, psychological forms is an effort to take part in the redefinition of 
reality by presenting the effective reality of the ‘sense of unreality that haunts Harlem’.”55 In the 
comics of the 1940s and 1950s, governments were forced to recognize the power and dignity of 
super leaders like Superman and Green Lantern, and this recognition moved beyond the national 
borders to become “a principle of hope” for the disenfranchised of the world in general. 
Superheroes, as fantastic projections of a heightened mythical, while urbanist, imagination, are 
therefore apt symbols of what Ellison exploited as a writer and desired as a social activist. 
A Comic-Book Day in a Comic-Book World 
As a medium that combines words and images unbound by the exigencies of reality and 
the laws of physics, comics possess particular qualities that resonate with Ellison’s aesthetic 
ideals. William W. Savage Jr. writes: 
Comic books could carry heroes beyond the limits of possibility imposed by radio 
(sounds without pictures and thus without depth or significant personification) and film 
(sounds with pictures, but constrained by technology)... Comic-book artists and writers 
could produce that which could be conceived, which is more than the creators of motion 
pictures or radio programs could claim.56 
 
Ellison draws on comic books because, much like his description of Harlem itself, they embody 
a space where his ideal “infinite possibilities” can be recorded on paper and because twentieth-
century America required “a superhero who could resolve the tensions of individuals in an 
increasingly urban, consumer-driven, and anonymous mass society.”57  Such American frontier 
heroes as Wyatt Earp or Davy Crockett no longer seemed capable of representing models of 
contemporary leadership, especially for African Americans. 
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Before the Comic Code Authority was implemented in 195458 (two years after the 
publication of Invisible Man), superheroes often acted directly against figures of established 
authority in the service of “true” justice. Comic-books, despite their fantastic aspects, 
consistently addressed the socio-political reality of America and the world. They “epitomized so 
much of what was attractive and possible in the advanced consumer culture of the West. Their 
sheer thrill and accessibility made them subversive in the Communist society.”59 Almost a full 
year before the United States officially entered the struggle against the Axis, comic-books went 
to war with the 1941 cover of Captain America Comics #1 when the flag-wearing American hero 
punched Adolf Hitler squarely on the jaw. In their early stories, from 1938 up to the American 
involvement in World War II, comic book superheroes took care of America, watched out for 
their nation as kind fathers endowed with the powers to make a difference. Virtually every one of 
the early storylines sees the superhero fixing a multiple array of problems, from stopping lynch 
mobs and domestic violence to political corruption.60 These and many other similar storylines go 
a long way towards putting Ellison’s comment claiming comic-books as the “sharper reflection 
of [the] world” into its proper context, if only in the sense of the promise of a better future 
through individual leadership.  
Bradford W. Wright explains that Superman, for one, habitually “championed social 
reform and government assistance to the poor.”61 In an issue from the late 1940s, when a boy is 
arrested for assault and battery, the boy’s mother tells Superman that poor living conditions are 
the real reason for her boy’s crimes. As Wright recounts the story, Superman 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 The Comic Code Authority (CCA) was created on 26 October 1954 as a response to adverse publicity 
that came from Wertham’s efforts, his book Seduction of the Innocent, and the ensuing congressional hearings on 
juvenile delinquency led by Senator Estes Kefauver. (see Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent [New York: Rinehart, 
1954]). 
59 B. Wright, x. 
60 See for instance Superman’s early adventures, who was at the time a kind of New Deal figure. 
61 Ibid., 12. 
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tells the neighbourhood boys, “It’s not entirely your fault that you’re delinquent—it’s 
these slums—your poor living conditions—if there was some way I could remedy it!” 
And remedy it he does, by demolishing the slums himself in defiance of the legal 
authorities, even fighting off the police and National Guard when they try to stop him… 
In place of the demolished tenements, the government constructs splendid, shining 
public housing.62  
 
The scene described above recalls a late moment in Invisible Man where Dupre leads some men, 
including the protagonist, into the Harlem slum tenement where he lives and burns it down. 
Dupre addresses the Harlemite crowd: “My kid died from the t-bees in that deathtrap, but I bet a 
man ain’t no more go’n be born in there” (547). In this context, Dupre takes on the role of 
Superman by suddenly entering the “scheme” to “remedy” the situation. Once the tenement has 
been set ablaze, however, it is Invisible Man who captures the heroic spotlight: “I burst into the 
air and the exploding sounds of the night… I stood on the stoop with the red doorway behind 
me… lost in the clamour of shouts, screams, burglar alarms and sirens” (549). As the emerging 
hero, framed as he is by the blazing red doorway, the protagonist feels “the whole surface of 
[his] skin alert,” he has become “a dark mass in motion on a dark night, a black river ripping 
through the black land.” His “personality blasted,” he feels “as though a huge force was on the 
point of bursting” (550).63 Here Ellison is ascribing both power and a certain mystery to his hero, 
granting him entrance into “universal myth”64 by virtue of the specific comic book reality he has 
established from the beginning.  
Indeed, Invisible Man opens by distancing itself from the Hollywood movie genre—“I 
am not… one of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms,” the narrator states in the prologue (3)—
and instead ultimately illustrates what the protagonist dubs a “comic-book world” (458) in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 Ibid., 12-13. 
63 See Chapter 2, where I use the same example yet in the service of a new argument. The deployment of 
the same evidence for different arguments lies at the core of scholarship based on archival evidence, and therein lies 
the latter’s strength and fatal flaw.	  
64 Ellison, “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke,” 111. 
211 
	  
closing sections of the novel. Even from the outset, the very title, Invisible Man, is reminiscent of 
classic superhero eponyms like Superman or Batman that had already been in vogue for over a 
decade.65 In light of the fact that the protagonist remains unnamed, the hero’s secret identity is 
preserved, for the reader knows him only as Invisible Man. Readers become the equivalent of the 
denizens of Gotham, inhabiting the comic book world, knowing only the heroic persona with its 
mythical aura of mystery and danger, an effect that Ellison clearly intends—recall his prologue 
declaration that others “never recognize me even when in closest contact with me” and “hardly 
believe that I exist” (13). At times, the protagonist seems invested in cultivating the mythical 
status of heroism, a facet of his personality that manifests itself perhaps most strongly in the 
Rinehart episode, where attire is the means through which a special social status is achieved. 
Like a superhero, Ellison’s narrator displays a wish to be larger than life and to have an 
identifiable mark of superiority and power over the crowd. Facing the audience at his first lecture 
for the Brotherhood, Invisible fantasizes: “[I]f only I were a foot taller and a hundred pounds 
heavier, I could simply stand before them with a sign across my chest, stating I KNOW ALL 
ABOUT THEM, and they’d be as awed as though I were the original boogey man… they’d 
simply thrill at the sight of me” (409). Imposing physical girth, insignia on the chest, the ability 
to induce thrills by mere presence—all these are defining aspects of superheroes, whose 
costumes and size act as symbols of power in a burgeoning American mythology. Further, this 
desire on Invisible’s part to be “recognized at a glance . . . by clothes, by uniform, by gait” (485) 
is a hint that the protagonist’s superheroic (American) ambitions are both a virtue and a flaw. 
The indelible marks left by comics as Ellison’s original arkhe of popular allusions are 
also apparent in two earlier scenes that signify the narrator’s entrance into a greater, mythical 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 For example, David Hajdu cites that in 1948, ten years after the fist appearance of Superman, somewhere 
between 80 to 100 million comic-books were purchased in America (see Hajdu 112).  
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comic-book world. The level of surreality and science-fiction overtones of the scene immediately 
following the explosion of the Liberty Paints engine room imbue the novel with a narrative 
feeling akin to those found in most origin-stories of early superhero comics. Coming roughly at 
the halfway point of the novel, it also marks a clear change—even rebirth—in the hero’s 
personality and trajectory: “My mind was a blank, as though I had just begun to live” (233). 
When the narrator first regains consciousness after the explosion, he finds himself completely 
ensconced inside a “machine” of some kind, surrounded by doctors/scientists. They seem to have 
implanted him with a “gadget,” as one of the doctors explodes, “Aha! You see! My little gadget 
will solve everything!”  (235). In a kind of science-fiction scenario reminiscent of the period’s 
horror comics and pulp tales, the narrator overhears the scientists explain what this gadget does: 
“The machine will produce the results of a prefrontal lobotomy without the negative 
effects of the knife,” the voice said. “You see, instead of severing the prefrontal love, a 
single lobe, that is, we apply pressure in the proper degrees to the major centers of nerve 
control—our concept is Gestalt—and the result is as complete a change of personality 
as you’ll find in your famous fairy-tale cases of criminals transformed into amiable 
fellows after all that bloody business of a brain operation...” (236) 
 
This lobotomy is akin to the castration found in “The Birthmark,” representing an embodied 
lesion of commencement. Of particular interest here is the allusion to fairy-tales, and the 
possibility of reforming criminals—the idea that there is but one step between the criminal and 
the “amiable fellow.” The experiment continues as they proceed to electroshock him; his teeth 
chatter, blood fills his mouth, until suddenly, he “wanted to be angry, murderously angry” (237). 
The treatment stirs up his “capacities for anger and indignation” but also serves to neutralize 
these feelings by injecting him with a “deeper sense of remoteness” (237).66  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 For an original take on this scene, see Johnnie Wilcox’s “Black Power: Minstrelsy and Electricity in 
Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man.” Callaloo, Volume 30, Number 4, Fall 2007. 987-1009. Wilcox posits that “Invisible 
Man traces the narrator’s gradual transformation into a black cyborg as a result of his several exposures to 
electricity” (987).  
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Stuck in the man-sized glass case that entraps him, the experiment grows bewilderingly 
stranger by the minute. He begins to feel that he now exists “in some other dimension” (238), 
and he is suddenly force-fed a warm fluid. As the mysterious substance courses through his 
veins, his entire body begins to glow: “A huge iridescent bubble seemed to enfold me” (238) 
until the bubble—and apparently the glass case he lies in—explodes. He relates the fantastic 
event: “I felt myself bounce, sail off like a ball thrown over the roof into mist, striking a hidden 
wall beyond a pile of broken machinery and sailing back” (238). These narrative events are 
particularly reminiscent of comic-book superhero origin stories. Perhaps the Wu-Tang Clan’s 
own The RZA puts it best when he aptly observes that “[i]n comics, when a scientific project 
goes wrong, it produces monsters. Or superheroes.”67 Indeed, many superhero origins are linked 
with science gone wrong, such as The Flash (first appeared 1940), who gains his powers 
following a laboratory explosion, or Captain America (first appeared 1941), who is injected with 
a “serum” that transforms his weak body into that of a super soldier (during the metamorphosis, 
supervised by a crew of scientists, a white glow surrounds Steve Rogers’ body, in a way that 
recalls the “iridescent bubble” that surrounds Invisible Man once he is injected with the “warm 
fluid”).  
After this first transformation, the protagonist is left alone, “fretting over [his] identity,” 
wondering “Who am I?... I felt like a clown. Nor was I up to being both a criminal and 
detective—though why criminal I didn’t know” (242). Interestingly, and for reasons unknown 
even to himself, immediately upon waking Invisible Man thinks of the affinities between the 
criminal and the detective, roles best embodied, in the comic-book world, by the vigilante known 
as The Batman. The scene easily lends itself to such a reading; indeed, as he exits the machine, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 The RZA, The WU-TANG Manual (New York: Penguin Books, 2005), 86. 
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one of the doctors returns to examine him and notes that “he’s surprisingly strong” (244). His 
newfound power thus instinctively tells him that he will be treated as a criminal. Once Invisible 
Man is freed and manages to make his way back to Mary Rambo’s, he stresses how Mary’s talk 
serves as a constant reminder of “leadership and responsibility” (258). She repeatedly reminds 
him that “something was expected of me, some act of leadership, some newsworthy 
achievement; and I was torn between resenting her for it and loving her for the nebulous hope 
she kept alive” (258). Through the character of Mary, the call of the hero beckons Invisible Man. 
His body transformed, his mind must come next, and accordingly, “the obsession with [his] 
identity which [he] had developed at the factory hospital returned with a vengeance,” leading 
him to ask two fundamental questions: “Who was I, how had I come to be?” (259). Notably, such 
questions would have been quite familiar to any Batman reader, as they are the first-person 
equivalent of Batman’s oft-reprinted origin story entitled: “The Legend of The Batman—Who he 
is and How he came to be!” First published in Detective Comics #33 in 1939, this comic was also 
reprinted in Batman #1 in 1940, and has been consistently reprinted throughout the years.68 
  Regardless of whether Ellison was directly inspired by comics in the crafting of these 
scenes, the themes themselves, as well as the language used to depict them, are enough to create 
powerful correspondences with the folklore of comics. As readers of the novel know well, the 
answer Invisible Man conjures to his above questions of identity arrives as a result of wolfing 
down a yam, and asking for another. The yam salesman calls him “one of those old-fashioned 
yam eaters, leading him to proudly reply, “They’re my birthmark… I yam what I am!” (266). 
Not only does the word “birthmark” directly hark back to Ellison’s 1940 short story containing 
the origin of Ellison’s literary use of comics, but the phrase, “I yam what I am” is yet another 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68 See Chapter 2, where I show that these two questions were also intended to be the caption to one of the 




allusion to a super-strong cartoon character, none other than Popeye. “I Yam What I Yam” is the 
title of the first official theatrical cartoon short in the Popeye the Sailor series, released in 1933 
(the first had been part of a Betty Boop cartoon). Thus, the “secret origin” moment of Invisible 
Man, his “rebirth,” is imbued with a twofold comics-related allusion, a novelistic move that 
Ellison subsequently redeploys at key moments in his hero’s life, especially after he is recruited 
by the Brotherhood. 
* 
 The events following the yam scene are in fact how the young hero is first brought to the 
Brotherhood’s attention. The narrator sees an old African American couple being put out onto 
the street with all their earthly goods, and he is inspired to make his first impromptu public 
speech. His words, spoken to both the growing gathering crowd of Harlemites, and the police 
officers supervising the eviction, center on the issue of the fraught relationship between African 
Americans and the law. The scene quickly reaches a boiling point and fighting breaks out. In the 
immediate aftermath, the narrator encounters a strange white man who is, unbeknownst to the 
protagonist, a member of the Brotherhood. After this brief encounter, the cop cars begin to arrive 
on the scene in backup to the first officers, and the cops start going into the building where 
Invisible Man is hiding. Filled with the adrenaline of his “Action…action,” the narrator is told 
that he’ll need to escape over the roof to evade arrest. A white girl gives him a golden piece of 
vigilante advice, “The longer you remain unknown to the police, the longer you’ll be effective” 
(284). But at this point in the narrative, Invisible Man doesn’t understand her meaning because 
his vigilante role remains undefined: “Effective? I thought. What did she mean?” (284).  
The narrative frames the rooftop flight in visual clues that conjure both comics and the 
movies. With the cops just outside, Invisible Man hurries for the stairs, and the heroic adventure 
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continues: “I took the flight in a bound and cautiously opened the door, and suddenly the sun 
flared bright on the roof and it was windy cold. Before me the low, snow-caked walls dividing 
the buildings stretched hurdle-like the long length of the block to the corner, and before me 
empty clotheslines trembled in the wind” (285). He makes his way “to the next roof and then to 
the next, going with swift caution” (285), but suddenly realizes that a man is hurrying after him, 
“slipping, sliding, going over the low dividing walls of the roofs with puffing, bustling effort” 
(285). An air of mystery is added to the chase, as the man does not yell “Halt!” nor does he shoot 
at the narrator, as the latter keeps expecting. Once our hero finally makes his way down, he steps 
“into the street with a nonchalance copied from characters I had seen in the movies” (286). Soon, 
the man does catch up to him, and he is revealed to be Brother Jack, leader of the Brotherhood.  
In their ensuing dialogue, Jack awakens Invisible Man to the proximity of criminal and 
socially-useful action, telling him that “sometimes the difference between individual and 
organized indignation is the difference between criminal and political action” (293). But the 
narrator is not quite yet ready for the heroic role the events have already made him experience, as 
he thinks back upon the day’s adventure and dejectedly concludes that he “must have looked 
silly hurtling across the roofs, and like a black-face comedian shrinking from a ghost when the 
white pigeons shot up around me” (294). At this early stage, it seems Invisible Man still 
considers the role of the roof-hopping vigilante hero to belong exclusively to whites. It will take 
his showdown with Ras the Destroyer to convince Invisible Man that he too can be Batman, that 





But it is in the closing sections of the novel that the narrator—along with all the other 
Harlemites with whom he interacts—comes closest to behaving like a comic book character. We 
must recall that, as Ellison’s essay “Harlem Is Nowhere” testifies, “the most surreal fantasies are 
acted out upon the streets of Harlem.” Here “[l]ife becomes a masquerade; exotic costumes are 
worn every day.”69 This assessment of Harlem on Ellison’s part comes not only from his 
personal observations as a local denizen—although these do heavily influence his conclusions—
but also from his professional research work with the FWP on the famed “Negro Metropolis.” 
Like Claude McKay before him, Ellison regularly tackles the same topics in his journalistic or 
sociological essays and in his literary projects; yet the very same archive is transposed and 
transformed in different ways on its way to either author’s novel. There is little doubt that Ellison 
read not only Claude McKay’s 1940 sociological treatise on Harlem, but also the latter’s widely-
debated Nation article, “Labor Steps Out in Harlem.”70 As I elaborate in Chapter One, both 
Adam Powell and George Schuyler had attacked McKay’s version of the fraught history of 
Harlem’s nascent labor organizations in the 1930s. McKay, of course, had been certain of the 
facts deployed in his piece, and of his insights into which historical factors had a hand in educing 
the first Harlem riot in March 1935. The genealogy of events that led to the riot’s eruption—the 
riot’s pre-history—presented by McKay in “Labor Steps Out” is remarkably similar to the 
narrative unfolding Ellison adopted in the latter half of Invisible Man.71  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Ellison, “Harlem Is Nowhere.” Collected Essays, 322. 
70 Claude McKay, “Labor Steps Out in Harlem,” Nation, Vol. 145 (October 16, 1937). Reprinted in The 
Passion of Claude McKay: Selected Poetry and Prose, 1912-1948. Ed. by Wayne F. Cooper (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1973), 243-244. 
71 Eric J. Sundquist includes, in his Cultural Contexts for Ralph Ellison’s INVISIBLE MAN (Boston & New 
York: Bedford’s/St. Martin’s, 1995), a reprint of McKay’s earlier piece, “Harlem Runs Wild,” touching on the same 
subject matter as “Labor Steps Out.” Both appeared in the Nation, and it is unclear why one was chosen over the 
other as a reflection of the ‘cultural context’ for Ellison’s novel. Ellison also wrote his own account of the 1943 
Harlem riot in “Harlem 24 Hours After—Peace and Quiet Reign” (NY Post, Tuesday, August 3, 1943). 
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Notably, the exotic description of the step-ladder agitator Sufi Abdul Hamid is 
reminiscent of Ras the Exhorter; both seem to emerge from the East, though from different parts 
of Africa. Sufi Hamid, we learn, “was an arresting figure in high boots—colorful cape, Sam 
Browne belt, and bright turban.”72 In Invisible Man, when the hero is about to be speared by Ras 
the Destroyer in the middle of a Harlem street, Ras appears before him in full supervillain-like 
regalia, “dressed in the costume of an Abyssinian chieftain; a fur cap upon his head, his arm 
bearing a shield, a cape made of the skin of some wild animal around his shoulders” (556). But 
this is not so unusual; just as Ellison underscores in “Harlem is Nowhere,” McKay is also quick 
to point out that “Harlem didn’t wonder much at [Sufi Hamid’s] strange costume. It is 
accustomed to the marvelous apparel of the black dervishes and Amerindian and East Indian 
fakirs who walk its streets hotly purveying snake medicine and herbs as cures for deadly 
diseases.”73 In retaliation to the spectacular uniform of his enemy, Invisible Man appropriately 
fashions a costume of his own. First, he searches for his dark Rinehart glasses, only to find they 
have been crushed. Desperate, he slips Tarp’s leg chain over his knuckles (as he had done in 
earlier situations of distress), and “closed the flap, locking it” (481). As soon as he locks in the 
link, a “new mood” settles over him; he has a “certain new sense of self” and knows “suddenly 
what [he] had to do” (557). These careful acts are in line with the protagonist’s understanding of 
the relation between power and attire. Indeed, uniforms—and shape-shifting—are key to the 
Harlem (un)reality being depicted by both McKay and Ellison. 
Specific terms used by McKay in “Labor Steps Out” further recall quintessential 
moments from Invisible Man. When the “respectable colored citizens began to wonder, to doubt 
whether [the Sufi’s Afro-American Federation of Labor] was a wise movement,” McKay 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 McKay, 243. 
73 Ibid.  
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explains, many Harlem “ministers said that picketing was a dangerous weapon which might 
develop into a boomerang” (245). The image of a “boomerang” conjures Ellison’s indelible 
allusion to the “boomerang” of history in his novel (6). McKay describes the Sufi as a 
tempestuous speaker who “exhorted the people to support him, while detectives for the 
merchants wrote down his phrases (245). Again, the verb “exhorted” conjures Ras the Exhorter, 
who also has policemen overseeing hos step-ladder speeches. Although Ras embodies many of 
the various step-ladder exhorters of the period—like Ira Kempt, for instance—he notably gave 
himself the name of Ras (“a title of respect in the East” [376], Tod Clifton explains) just as the 
real-life Eugene Brown renamed himself Sufi Abdul Hamid before arriving in Harlem (earlier, in 
Chicago, he had called himself Bishop Conshankin). Although the Sufi arrived in Harlem 
wearing his costume, he subsequently “shed his picturesque uniform” and had “shaved off his 
thick beard” by the time the riot broke out; in his novel, Ellison reverses this pattern for the 
character of Ras in order to heighten the scene’s—and the novel’s—comic-book affinities. After 
the Sufi’s Afro-American Federation of Labor collapsed, McKay writes,  
labor agitation discontinued in Harlem. For a few weeks the Negro masses were 
apparently indifferent and quiescent. Then suddenly they went wild in the historic riot of 
March 19, 1935. The outburst awoke city officials, politicians of all shades, labor leaders, 
and the Negro intelligentsia to the intolerable labor situation and miserable living 
conditions of Harlem.74 
 
The narrative here offered is familiar to readers of Invisible Man. The subsequent revelation that 
Communists are behind the riot further connects with McKay’s sense that, after the 
disappearance of the Sufi, the young rousers in Harlem turned to Communism. McKay’s portrait 
of the gestation and eruption of the riot thus parallels the slow boiling at play in Ellison’s novel, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 Ibid., 246. 
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and leads to the same awareness of the “miserable living conditions of Harlem” through the 
scene when Dupre decides to burn down his own tenement.  
 Crucially, McKay adds that out of the “debacle” of Sufi Abdul Hamid’s AAFoL came 
the Harlem Labor Union, Inc., an organization that was similar to the Sufi’s but “with one 
important difference… Its leaders were less spectacular. They wore no uniforms. And strangely 
they had no following among Harlem’s young elite.”75 This concluding remark by McKay is an 
important observational fact: not only does it stress the swaying political power of uniforms and 
spectacle in recruiting Harlem’s young intellectuals, but this association of youth and attire with 
a positive, non-Communistic historical alternative form of activism is mirrored in Ellison’s 
description of those three young zoot-suitors who read comic. The pages of American comics, 
naturally, are populated by powerful folks wearing their own kinds of exotic costumes.  
Appropriately, Invisible Man achieves its highest comic-book (un)reality effect in the riot 
scene. This effect comes from the exciting brawls and chases, padded with the prominence of 
dialogue articulated in urgent exclamations such as “Look!” “Betrayer!” and “Grab him!” (557-
58). The comic book world the protagonist had prophesized in his eulogy for Tod Clifton has 
come to life; Ras the Destroyer and his henchmen attack and “want the streets to flow with 
blood; your blood, black blood and white blood” (483). It becomes clear that the next likely 
victim of a “comic-book killing” (457) might just be Invisible Man himself. This clash had been 
foreshadowed early on: Ras is the first figure the protagonist encounters upon arriving in 
Harlem, giving Invisible “a sensation of shock and fear,” and the anger of Ras’s men made him 
feel “as though a riot would break any minute” (159-160). When the riot does finally break out 
and he is forced into physical combat, the hero wrenches free Ras’s spear, “gripping it midshaft, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 Ibid., 247. 
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point forward” (558), and faces his nemesis in the novel’s climax. The precise physical 
descriptions allow the reader to clearly visualize the scene, as it might be depicted within a 
comic book or through a series of snapshots.76 While there is no denying the dynamic sense of 
agency conveyed in this scene, it also suggests the danger of such aggressive action. The section 
is charged with an ambivalence given voice by the protagonist. Taking in the “unreality” of the 
scene, he attempts an ironically anti-heroic self-definition in stark contrast to the self-magnifying 
tendency of the violent madness unfolding around him: “I no hero, but short and dark with only a 
certain eloquence and a bottomless capacity for being a fool to mark me from the rest… I was 
now, just now, a leader” (558-59). Although he unequivocally feels himself to be “no hero” and 
draws attention to his physical inadequacy for the role (recalling his earlier wish to be “a foot 
taller and a hundred pounds heavier” [409]), the historical moment nevertheless positions him as 
a leader, and he is baptized as such through violent prowess.  
As he lets that spear fly, he states: “it was as though for a moment I had surrendered my 
life and begun to live again,” marking yet another turning point in his metamorphosis. While the 
henchmen raise their guns toward him, he hits one with Tarp’s leg chain and another with his 
briefcase; his costume and choice of weapons are determined, and he emerges victorious. 
Significantly, moments after spearing Ras—tellingly referred to as “the madman in a foreign 
costume” (558)—Ellison slips in an allusion to comic book culture: overhearing some men speak 
of how Ras had shot a spear at a cop, one of the men says that Ras’s horse “shot up the street 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 My reading of the comics allusions during and leading up to the Harlem riot scene must necessarily 
disagree with Sara Blair’s stipulation—in her captivating work on Harlem and photography—that Ellison 
“strategically suppresses the visual referents or resources of Invisible Man in its climactic episodes” and that in the 
novel “visual culture remains conspicuously, even puzzlingly, absent” (Harlem Crossroads: Black Writers and the 
Photograph in the Twentieth Century (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2007), 151). For more on visual culture in Invisible 
Man, see Lena M. Hill, “The Visual Art of Invisible Man: Ellison’s Portrait of Blackness,” American Literature, 
Volume 81, Number 4, December 2009, pp. 775-803; and Kimberly Lamm, “Visuality and Black Masculinity in 
Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man and Romare Bearden's Photomontages,” Callaloo, Volume 26, Number 3, Summer 
2003, pp. 813-835. 
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leaping like Heigho, the goddam Silver!” (564). Most major superheroes of the day, like say the 
Lone Ranger (who rode Silver) and Superman, had their own comic books and radio serials, both 
of which enjoyed a tremendous following (see Fig. 2 on next page).77 This casual allusion not 
only serves to plant the scene in a comic book–like fantasy but also illustrates how natural it was 
for Americans—and Harlemites—to use the reality of fantastic heroes as a method for 
apprehending the surrealist aspects of the urban world. Significantly, Ellison’s protagonist 
harbors some reservations about how the spectators trivialize the scene by comparing it to 
something out of the Lone Ranger and thinks: “Ras was not funny, or not only funny, but 
dangerous as well, wrong but justified, crazy and yet coldly sane… Why did they make it seem 
funny, only funny?” (564). Here the presence of “comic” in comic book underlies Invisible’s 
statement. In this way, Ellison covertly advises the reader that the fantasies of American popular 
culture should not simply be apprehended as trivial. 
The novel had already made a similar gesture three times in alluding to both high and 
lowbrow comic strips and cartoons, and in each instance the allusions continue to serve as 
accurate reflections of the protagonist’s own sense of reality. The first, if you recall, came the 
Popeye the Sailor allusion just prior to the eviction scene, and the second comes during his 
intimate rendezvous with the married and lonely Sybil. After a few too many strong drinks, 
Invisible’s appalled reaction to Sybil’s proposal to join her “in a very revolting ritual” is to 
wonder: “Had life suddenly become a crazy Thurber cartoon?” (517). This marks Invisible as a 
reader of the highbrow New Yorker, specifically the work of humorist James Thurber, whose  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 The Lone Ranger radio series had begun in 1933 and the comic strip in 1938. The comics were so 
popular that by 1952 even Silver, the Lone Ranger’s horse referred to in this scene, had his own title. A whole slew 
of superheroes including Superman, the Shadow, Green Hornet, and so on had radio serials in the 1930s and 1940s. 
In the 1940s, Superman’s “radio adventures,” consisting of “four 15 minute radio serials,” were broadcast over the 
Mutual Network “between 5 and 6 pm every weekday afternoon” (see Jack Curtin, “What a Long Strange Journey 
It’s Been: Memories of Superman.” Wizard: Superman Tribute Edition. Ed. Gareb S. Shamus and Patrick Daniel 





Fig. 2. The original 
caption reads: 
“Top: Superman of the 
radio, Clayton (Bud) 
CoIlyer, takes a look at 
some of his comic book 
adventures—hair-raising 
stuff!  
Bottom: Mr. Collyer 
shakes hands with 
12·year-old Richard 
Gibson, chairman of the 
Youth Builders 
conference at which 
Superman made an 
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I will address this Figure 
in more detail in the 
concluding section. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Whether or not this Richard Gibson grows up to be the Richard Gibson responsible for the “Gibson 
Affair” while Richard Wright was in Paris in 1957, remains to be seen. Wright’s last unpublished novel, Island of 
Hallucination, is a roman a clef that includes a character based on Gibson. (In 2006, when he published a piece in 
Modern Fiction Studies, Gibson was “in his seventies,” which means that he may have been 12 years old in 1946, 
the year this picture of the “12-year-old Richard Gibson” was taken). 
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contributions to the magazine as editor, writer, and cartoonist began in 1930. Thomas Inge, in his 
study of Comics as Culture, states that in order to truly appreciate Thurber’s cartoons, as well as 
the others appearing in The New Yorker, the reader “must be well-read, in touch with culture of 
the past and present, sensitive to the eccentricities of human nature, and familiar with the latest 
trends in society, politics, and the mass media, to understand and appreciate them.”79 By 
following what Cold War culture would have probably dubbed a sexually perverted suggestion 
with an allusion to a publication such as the New Yorker, Ellison again engages the debate over 
mass culture by suggesting that the moral depravity that some diagnosed in comics could also be 
found in more socially sanctioned publications. 
Another allusion to a specific comic strip occurs when Invisible Man’s relationship to the 
Brotherhood begins to unravel, leading Jack to question Invisible’s loyalty. During the argument, 
Invisible’s frustration with Jack’s Manichean worldview leads him to ask aloud, “Is everyone 
reading Dick Tracy these days?” (404). Jack immediately replies, “This is no matter of Dick 
Tracy… The movement has many enemies,” acknowledging the strip as a widespread cultural 
marker for a certain kind of American fantasy. “Dick Tracy,” enormously popular throughout the 
1930s and 1940s—and another detective figure—was created by Chester Gould and featured 
stock fantastic noir characters with names like Flattop, the Brow, Shoulders, etc. Eminent social 
theorist C. L. R. James was particularly fond of Dick Tracy and weighed in on the strips by 
claiming that they were “a result of the depression, rage, anger and bitterness [that] were surging 
through the people of the United States.”80 Invisible Man’s question to Jack insists on a realism 
that is more nuanced than that of comics, even while it evokes the comic book world of Dick 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 M. Thomas Inge, Comics as Culture (Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1990), 114. In one of Thurber’s most 
famous—and typical—cartoons, a seal is leaning over the headboard of a bed while the wife complains to the 
husband: “All right, have it your way—you heard a seal bark!” 
80 C. L. R. James, “Letter to Daniel Bell.” Arguing Comics, 144. 
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Tracy as an analogy appropriate for the situation. The (correct) accusation that everyone is 
“reading Dick Tracy these days” becomes even more judicious once the protagonist realizes that 
the riot was instigated by the Brotherhood itself.  
Through these specific allusions, and key scenes of scientific transformation, law-defying 
attacks, and rooftop adventures, Ellison develops a comic book reality as the novel progresses, 
one that partakes of both danger and dynamism, culminating in a Dick Tracy–esque Harlem riot. 
Indeed, just before his loyalty to the Brotherhood is called into question, the new-picture-
magazine man that had interviewed Invisible tells him that “we need all the heroes we can get” 
(396). This has become, as Invisible Man realizes, a world in which an “obsession with enemies” 
(405) is alive and well. It is always the heroes who have privileged insight into the villains that 
populate their world. These heroes are nevertheless obliged to prove the danger that such villains 
pose before society can accept their violent acts; a hero’s failure to do so brands him as a 
vigilante. In crafting the confession of the origin story of the hero’s “pre-invisible days” (18), 
Ellison prepares the reader to see how such a heroic insight can eventually allow even a near-
homicidal “I” to “speak for you” and bear the promise of redemptive action in the world. We 
had, after all, been told that “Great deeds are yet to be performed,” that “Legends are still to be 
created” (133). The underground location of Invisible Man’s headquarters again associates him 
most with the vigilante figure of Batman, who operates from the depths of the Batcave. In short, 
the correspondences with comic book features allow the novel to draw on the appeal of youth 
culture by engaging with its antisocial undercurrents. 
Solving the Zoot-Suit Riddle 
 Addressing Ellison’s work on the novel’s final sections, Arnold Rampersad notes: “To 
the very end, he searched for allusions and inferences that would make his novel resound with 
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greatness.”81 Alongside this modernist impulse to pepper novels with allusions to popular 
culture, the novel form expresses anxiety over becoming a “victim of the topical,” to use 
Kenneth Warren’s phrase.82 For Ellison, “[a]rchetypes are timeless, novels are time-haunted,” 
and as a consequence, “[i]f the symbols appearing in a novel link up with those of universal myth 
they do so by virtue of their emergence from the specific texture of a specific form of social 
reality.”83 Ellison believed that the American novelist could only transcend the “time-haunted” 
topicality of the novel by achieving “some imaginative integration of the total American 
experience.”84 Put another way, one has to preserve—in an archival sense—a holistic America 
through novelistic practice. During the years in which Invisible Man was composed, between 
1945 and 1952, just before televisions appeared in every home, the unprecedented popularity of 
comics on a national scale provided Ellison with a solution to the “question of how to fashion 
strategies of communication that will bridge the many divisions of background and taste which 
any representative American audience embodies.”85 In ways that may not have been obvious to 
readers at the time, much of what underlies Ellison’s critique of American society in Invisible 
Man is mirrored by the efforts of EC (Entertainment Comics). The Cold War saw EC rise into an 
extremely popular publisher that produced horror and crime tales rather than superhero comics, 
weaving together innovative storylines that overtly criticized the hypocrisy with which most 
superhero comics tackled serious social issues.  
EC did not depict American society as a melting pot “that dissolved racial, religious, 
ethnic, and political differences into a national consensus,” and their comics were popular 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 Arnold Rampersad, Ralph Ellison: A Biography (New York: Knopf, 2007), 246. 
82 Kenneth W. Warren. So Black and Blue: Ralph Ellison and the Occasion of Criticism (Chicago: U of 
Chicago Press, 2003), 4. 
83 Ellison, “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke,” 111.  
84 Ellison, “On Initiation Rites and Power,” 529. 
85 Ellison, “The Little Man at Chehaw Station.” Collected Essays, 498. 
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precisely “because of [their] willfully antagonistic cultural stance.”86 The challenge for the 
novelist, then, is finding a way of capturing the EC reader’s sense of America as “a society at 
war with itself”87 without alienating a more conservative audience. As Ellison explains in “The 
Little Man at Chehaw Station,” an essay in which he explores the relationship between the 
American artist and his audience, there are particular sites—or “contact zones”88—in the 
American landscape where “the many divisions of background and taste” can unexpectedly 
collide to expose this potential societal strife and difference. “[A]s a point of arrival and 
departure for people representing a wide diversity of tastes and styles of living,”89 the Chehaw 
Station of Ellison’s Tuskegee days is one such symbolic site, and in his novel the site for the 
“motley mixtures of people”90 is brought to the underground: to the New York City subway 
system. It is important to note that the underground is the future home of the hero, as well as that 
of the Lafargue Clinic. 
The subway platform episode of Invisible Man specifically addresses the antagonistic 
youth culture growing within the bowels of the city, an outreach Ellison attempts through an 
allusion to comic books.91 The narrator waits on the subway platform, focusing his thoughts on 
types of people that never appear in history books: 
All things, it is said, are duly recorded—all things of importance, that is. But not quite, 
for actually it is only the known, the seen, the heard and only those events that the 
recorder regards as important that are put down, those lies his keepers keep their powers 
by . . . Where were the historians today? And how would they put it down?  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Bradford W. Wright, Comic Book Nation: The Transformation of Youth Culture in America (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins UP, 2001), 142, 149. 
87 Ibid., 142. 
88 See Burton’s discussion of “the archive as contact zone” in Archive Stories, 9-13.  
89 Ellison, “Little Man at Chehaw Station,” 503-504. 
90 Ibid., 504. 
91 In an important essay, Robert O’Meally reads this same scene in terms of Invisible Man’s relation to 
history (“On Burke and the Vernacular: Ralph Ellison’s Boomerang of History,” in History and Memory in African-
American Culture, Eds. Genebiève Fabre and Robert O’Meally [New York: Oxford University Press, 1994] pp. 255-
271). My reading builds on O’Meally’s argument to tie Ellison’s “boomerang of history” and his deployment of 
comic books to a consideration of the novel form as a counter-archive for the interpretation of history.  
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. . . What did they ever think of us transitory ones? . . . birds of passage who were 
too obscure for learned classification, too silent for the most sensitive recorders of sound; 
of natures too ambiguous for the most ambiguous words, and too distant from the centers 
of historical decision to sign or even applaud the signers of historical documents? We 
who write no novels, histories or other books [(and who must discover invisibility before 
trying a memoir?)] What about us? I thought, seeing Clifton again in my mind… (439) 92 
 
Engrossed in thought, the narrator sits on a bench close to the subway staircase watching people 
coming down onto the platform: “Yes, I thought, what about those of us who shoot up from the 
South into the busy city?” (439). The familiar “shoot up from the South” vocabulary used here 
shows that the community Invisible Man has in mind is precisely the one Ellison alludes to in his 
1941 letter to Richard Wright and the one he describes in “Harlem’s America.” Invisible Man’s 
gaze surveys the scene and settles on three tall and slender black boys, “harsh as a cry of terror in 
their quietness,”93 zoot-suiters who mystify him with their novelty: “It was as though I’d never 
seen their like before” (440). He follows them as they sway forward, “their black faces secret,” 
“men outside of historical time,” wise enough, like Clifton, to reject the “mysteries” of the 
Brotherhood (440). Still staring at the zoot-suiters, Invisible Man wonders at their power and 
asks himself the types of questions one would ask before overwhelming conquerors or gods: “Do 
they come to bury the others or to be entombed, to give life or to receive it?” (440–41). He 
eventually comes to a crucial series of observations that position these young men as a strange 
breed of fleeting, invisible archivists:  
Do the others see them, think about them, even those standing close enough to speak? 
And if they spoke back…? What would they say? For the boys speak a jived-up 
transitional language full of country glamour, think transitional thoughts, though perhaps 
they dream the same old ancient dreams. They were men out of time. . . who would soon 
be gone and forgotten… But who knew (and now I began to tremble so violently I had to 
lean against a refuse can)—who knew but that they were the saviors, the true leaders, the 
bearers of something precious? The stewards of something uncomfortable, burdensome, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 The crossed out passage is from an earlier draft of this episode and hints at the hurdles that must be 
crossed before such an invisible history can be recorded. Box 143, Ralph Ellison Papers, Manuscript Division, 




which they hated because, living outside the realm of history, there was no one to 
applaud their value… (441) 
 
Like the lives of Foucault’s “Infamous Men,” the boys are “Men out of time, who would soon be 
gone and forgotten;” theirs are “lives of a few lines or a few pages… Brief lives, encountered by 
chance.”94 But in their role as “bearers” and “stewards” of that which stands outside history—
that trembling thought—the zoot-suiters are also akin to Derrida’s archons, those overseers and 
guardians of documents who also have “the power to interpret the archives.”95 Indeed, the 
narrator follows the boys only to witness one of them take out three comic books from his inner 
pocket, “passing two around and keeping one for himself.” Immediately, the bearers begin to 
“read in complete absorption” (442). 
As mobile archons of otherwise invisible pop cultural artifacts, the boys symbolically 
protect that which, like Harlem, is “nowhere,” that which slips out of the archive: “What if 
history was not a reasonable citizen, but a madman full of paranoid guile and these boys his 
agents, his big surprise! His own revenge? For they were outside… taking it on the lambo with 
my fallen brother, Tod Clifton (Tod, Tod) running and dodging the forces of history instead of 
making a dominating stand” (441). In partaking of the protagonist’s invisibility and his 
leadership potential, and by further being relegated to the “outside,” they are also closely 
identified with those “little Negro Batmen” running around Harlem.96 The conjuring of Tod 
Clifton is natural; the character had been described earlier as “a hipster, a zoot-suiter, a sharpie” 
(366) who spoke with “zoot-suiter characteristics in his speech” (367). This connection is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
94 Foucault, “La vie des hommes infâmes,” Dits et Écrits II, 1976-1988 (Paris : Éditions Gallimard, 2001), 
237. 
95 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression. Trans. by Eric Prenowitz (Chicago & London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1995), 2. 
96 Robert O’Meally underscores how Invisible Man encounters the boys reading comic books at a moment 
when he has begun “to sense the significance of black leadership from the periphery” (“Checking Our Balances: 
Ellison on Armstrong’s Humor.” boundary 2, 30.2 (2003), 130–31). 
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crystallized when one of three boys lifts up his comic book, and the bloody and violent scene 
depicted on its cover reminds Invisible Man of Clifton’s murder: “The shining rails, the fire 
hydrant, the fallen policeman, the diving-birds and in the mid-ground, Clifton, crumbling” (442). 
The “vivid scene” (442) of the comic book cover, then, is the source of the narrator’s allusions to 
comics in his funeral eulogy for Clifton.  
In having his invisible hero internalize this encounter with history’s outside, Ellison’s 
novel distances itself from a purely positivist relation to the archive, and instead demonstrates 
“the degree to which the archive is unable to convey to us more than a vaguely enunciated 
intimation of the considerably vaster body of unwritten acts of witness and behavior.”97 The 
fateful encounter forever alters the narrator’s way of seeing: he is now “painfully aware of other 
men dressed like the boys, and of girls in dark exotic-colored stockings, their costumes surreal 
variations of downtown styles” (443). The education in perception articulated by the narrator 
leads him to voice the novel’s archival logic in terms of a necessary task: “They’d been there all 
along, but somehow I’d missed them. . . They were outside the groove of history, and it was my 
job to get them in, all of them” (443). Now bearing the pain of his literary counter-archival gaze, 
his role as writer-ranter is to ensure that they “all” get “in.” Carried aboveground onto the 
sidewalk with the swaying of the crowd, the narrator suddenly hears “the growing sound of a 
record shop loudspeaker blaring a languid blues” and stops dead, wondering: “Was this all that 
would be recorded? Was this the only true history of the times?” (443). These archival questions 
seem to seal the novelist’s destiny: he now bears the knowledge that what gets written, recorded, 
engraved, “grooved” and played back is only a fragment of history. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 Andrew John Miller, “Fables of Progression: Modernism, Modernity, Narrative.” Modernism and 
Theory: A Critical Debate, Ed. Stephen Ross (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 179. 
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In “Going to the Territory,” Ellison confirms the dual nature of American history: “we 
possess two basic versions of American history: one which is written and as neatly stylized as 
ancient myth, and the other unwritten and as chaotic and full of contradictions, changes of pace, 
and surprises as life itself.”98 Such a “[f]urtive, implacable and tricky” novelistic moment as the 
subway scene, to quote Ellison himself, “inspirits both the observer and the scene observed, 
artifacts, manners and atmosphere and it speaks even when no one wills to listen.”99 Part of the 
novel’s archival power is to endow with “lasting value”100 forgotten lives and dismissed cultural 
artifacts, a literary metamorphosis into “something precious” that is nevertheless “burdensome, 
uncomfortable” (recall the narrative’s lament that outside history, there is “no one to applaud 
their value”). In fact, “Going to the Territory” directly associates this underground novelistic 
moment with “the underground of our unwritten history,” and argues that “in spite of what is left 
out of our recorded history, our unwritten history looms as its obscure alter ego” and remains 
“always active in the shaping of events.”101 Tellingly, the zoot-suiters belong to those transitory 
subjects considered “too obscure for learned classification” (439). 
Comics are inserted into this underground encounter to complement the “zoot-suit riddle” 
Ellison had posed as early as 1943. In his editorial comment to Negro Quarterly, Ellison 
expresses a need for Negro leaders to “come to terms with their own group,”102 just as Invisible 
Man struggles to do in this scene. “[I]ndispensible [sic] to the centralization and direction of 
power,” Ellison claims, “is that of learning the meaning of the myths and symbols which abound 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 Ellison, “Going to the Territory,” in Collected Essays, 600. 
99 Ellison, “Introduction,” Invisible Man, xvi.  
100 See “The World and the Jug,” 184. 
101 “Going to the Territory,” 600, 598.   




among the Negro masses.”103 He goes on to pose the zoot-suit riddle that has inspired and 
intrigued many critics104: 
Much in Negro life remains a mystery; perhaps the zoot suit conceals profound political 
meaning; perhaps the symmetrical frenzy of the Lindy Hop conceals clues to great 
potential power—if only Negro leaders would solve this riddle . . . The problem is 
psychological; it will be solved only by a Negro leadership that is aware of the 
psychological attitudes and incipient forms of action which the black masses reveal in 
their emotion-charged myths, symbols, and wartime folklore.105 
 
Ellison adapts the novel’s form to accommodate the return of the zoot-suit riddle. He first 
reintroduces the mystery of the zoot suit through the questions the narrator asks as he beholds the 
three youths, and then implies that comics offer the solution to this riddle. The comic books they 
carry, shoved in the face of Invisible Man as they are, reveal these young black men as 
ephemeral carriers of the new myths and symbols that make up the invisible archive of an 
emergent American counterculture. Ellison’s contact with the Lafargue Clinic gives him an 
understanding of the psychological intricacies of Harlem’s young delinquents and their fondness 
for comic books. He in turn gives his protagonist awareness into “the psychological attitudes and 
incipient forms of action” revealed by the intense symbolic charge created by the convergence of 
the zoot suit and the comic book. 
During the funeral eulogy for Tod, the orator confirms that he has been bequeathed part 
of the archons’ interpretive power when he describes Clifton’s murder to the gathering crowd: 
“The blood ran like blood in a comic-book killing, on a comic-book street in a comic-book town 
on a comic-book day in a comic-book world” (457-58). These two moments—the subway 
encounter and the funeral speech—which are in a way inseparable, are striking for congealing a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
103 Ibid., 301. 
104 See Robin D. G. Kelley’s chapter “The Riddle of the Zoot: Malcolm Little and Black Cultural Politics 
during World War II.” Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (New York: Free Press, 1994); 
and Larry Neal’s essay “Ellison’s Zoot Suit,” Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man: A Casebook. Ed. John F. Callahan 
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004). 
105 Ellison, “Editorial Comment,” 301-302. 
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whole matrix of concerns underlying Ellison’s project: leadership, history, youth & pop culture, 
migration to the city, violence, Harlem, fantasy, myth, power. The heroic images associated with 
the boys—running and dodging nimbly outside history, invisible harbingers of some upcoming 
historical revenge—are problematized by their description as at once beings he identifies with 
and beings he doesn’t quite understand. The notion that the boys can be both “true leaders” 
bearing “something precious” and yet also avid readers of material that portrays lurid violence is 
at the heart of the debate over comics that overtook America during the Cold War, a period that 
directly associated comic reading and zoot-suits with juvenile delinquency.106 
The Archival Fate and Promise of Juvenile Delinquents 
The comic book industry did not take all the criticism directed at it lying down, and one 
of the early lines of defense for comic books is reiterated in Ellison’s position regarding youth 
culture. This defense came from William Moulton Marston, a psychologist and feminist theorist 
who was also the creator and writer of Wonder Woman comics (Marston is also credited as being 
one of the inventors of the polygraph). As Bart Beaty recounts, Marston believed that superhero 
comics “were good for children because they cultivated a wish for power.”107 Marston argues for 
a brand of typical American toughness and violence based on the underlying assumption that 
humans are inherently violent conquerors: 
Do you want [your child] to cultivate weakling’s aims, sissified attitudes? … The wish 
to be super-strong is a healthy wish, a vital, compelling, power-producing desire. The 
more the Superman–Wonder Woman picture stories build up this inner compulsion by 
stimulating the child’s natural longing to battle and overcome obstacles, particularly 
evil ones, the better chance your child has for self-advancement in the world.108 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 Juvenile delinquency was regarded as a national problem, but it was especially associated with Harlem. 
An article present in both Wright and Ellison’s Lafargue Clinic folders in their respective Papers states: “Harlem’s 
400,000 population produces 53 per cent of the juvenile delinquency in Manhattan, which has a total population of 
2,000,000” (Anonymous, New York State Journal of Medicine, 15 October 1946). Ellison also scribbles this statistic 
on the margins of various drafts of “Harlem Is Nowhere.” 
107 Bart Beaty. Fredric Wertham and the Critique of Mass Culture (Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 2005), 114. 




Although this perspective was mostly criticized for not only accepting but also fostering violence 
(and ultimately fascism), the underlying notion of self-reliance and courage in overcoming 
obstacles is certainly one that would have appealed to Ellison.109 When speaking of American 
children, whether in lectures or essays, Ellison almost always emphasizes the need to go beyond 
inherited notions of what is “possible to achieve and to become in this country.”110 In “What 
These Children Are Like,” a lecture Ellison gave in 1963, he explains that the education he 
received at Tuskegee, as Marston would say, cultivated “weakling’s aims” by offering “an 
education away from the uses of the imagination, away from the attitudes of aggression and 
courage.”111 Ellison’s solution for dropouts and other delinquent youth, objectionably called 
“culturally deprived” children,112 seems to be fostering a contrary spirit: “We need 
aggressiveness. We need daring. We need the little guy who, in order to prove himself, goes out 
to conquer the world. Psychologically Napoleon was not different from the slum kid who tries to 
take over the block; he just had big armies through which to amplify his aggression.”113 In Black 
Skins, White Masks, as I discussed earlier, Fanon also stresses the need for black children to 
release their aggression through “the idea of a collective catharsis,” and speaks of comic books 
as “a release for collective aggression” marred by its sole reliance on white heroes.114 Similarly, 
Ellison emphasizes how “It does me no good to be told that I’m down on the bottom of the pile 
and that I have nothing with which to get out. I know better. It does me no good to be told that I 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
109 Rampersad broaches the topic of Ellison’s aggressive tendencies in his biography of the troubling 
novelist: “Ralph could be gracious, Al Murray said, ‘and also potentially violent, very violent… He was ready to 
fight, to come to blows. You really didn’t want to mess with Ralph Ellison’” (455). Rampersad also reminds the 
reader that James Baldwin called Ellison the angriest man he knew. 
110 Ellison, “What These Children Are Like.” Collected Essays, 546. 
111 Ibid., 546-547. 
112 Ibid., 549. 
113 Ibid., 549-550. 
114 Fanon, 145-146. 
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have no heroes.”115 Daring and aggression—marks of heroism in Ellison’s thinking—are 
necessary to “endure in a hostile world,”116 as Ellison puts it in his 1948 essay “Harlem Is 
Nowhere,” to which I now turn since it is there that he fleshes out the blueprint of the “comic-
book world” one finds in Invisible Man.  
In discussing the Lafargue Clinic and the work of anti-comics crusader Fredric Wertham, 
“Harlem Is Nowhere” points to comic books and their influence upon American youth. The 
importance of “Harlem Is Nowhere”—and its many drafts—to the composition of Invisible Man 
is deeper than previously acknowledged. In his biography of Ellison, Rampersad states that 
“Harlem Is Nowhere” “should be seen as a kind of apologia for both the substance and the style 
of Invisible Man.”117 Before Ellison’s gaze, Rampersad points out, Harlem had become a 
“masquerade,” a madhouse of terror and violence to which Ellison thought the Lafargue Clinic 
could provide an “antidote.” There are many reasons why Ellison was able to perceive the clinic 
in this favorable light; as I discuss in the previous chapter, when it opened in 1946, Lafargue was 
the only interracial clinic in New York, and in fact Wertham, the clinic’s founder, was directly 
involved in key desegregation battles. The clinic was, in short, “a leading New York center for 
the promotion of civil rights.”118 This explains why Ellison calls Lafargue “an underground 
extension of democracy” that represents “perhaps the most successful attempt in the nation to 
provide psychotherapy for the underprivileged.”119 Wertham’s studies of the psychological 
effects of segregation among black and white children conducted at Lafargue at the behest of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 Ibid., 547. Elsewhere, Ellison again reiterates that not only children, but all African Americans 
“understandably are hungry for heroes and redeemers” (“The Essential Ellison,” 366). 
116 Ellison, “Harlem is Nowhere,” 327. 
117 Rampersad, 220. 
118 Beaty, 89. Ellison was actually the one who secured the clinic’s location—two rooms beneath St. 
Philip’s Church—by contacting the church’s influential Reverend Shelton Hale Bishop; and he also provided the 
clinic with its very first desk. Ellison had been introduced to Wertham and his dream of opening a psychiatric clinic 
through Richard Wright, who served on the clinic’s board of directors. 
119 Ellison, “Harlem is Nowhere,” 320. 
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NAACP, as well as his subsequent courtroom testimony, were instrumental in 1954’s Brown v. 
Board of Education decision.120  
Yet in his psychiatric treatment of Harlem youth, Wertham became convinced that comic 
books acted as a “school for sadism” that perpetrated violence and brutality among children. He 
concluded that “comic-book reading was a distinct influencing factor in the case of every single 
juvenile delinquent or disturbed child” he had studied in Harlem.121 Beaty notes that when the 
clinic opened, Time magazine reported that “Harlem accounted for more than half of New York 
City’s delinquency cases.”122 In Ellison’s “Fredric Wertham” folder, stored with his papers at the 
Library of Congress (which contains multiple pieces by Wertham beginning in the mid-1940s 
and spanning his lifetime), an article by the doctor titled “The Comics… Very Funny!” argues 
that the “common denominator”123 of many of the youth crimes in America is the influence of 
comic books, an argument he would famously elaborate in his book Seduction of the Innocent. In 
the article, Wertham speaks only briefly of the violence between young citizens and the police: 
“A twenty-year-old in New York City has just killed a policeman. Is that so astonishing when he 
can see anywhere a typical comic book cover showing a man and a woman shooting it out with 
the police… ?”124 This confrontational scene is exactly like the one depicted on the comic book 
cover that Ellison puts in the hands of one of his fictional zoot-suiters and carried out when Tod 
Clifton is murdered by a city cop.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
120 Multiple copies of Wertham’s tract “The Psychological Effects of School Segregation” can be found in 
Ellison’s papers (American Journal of Psychology 6 [1952]: 94–103). For a full account of the legal ramifications of 
Wertham’s work commissioned by the NAACP, see Beaty 94-97 and James E. Reibman, “Ellison’s Expanding 
Circle: Legal and Psychological Ramifications of Invisibility: Ralph Ellison, Fredric Wertham, M.D., and the 
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121 Judith Crist, “Horror in the Nursery.” Collier’s, 27 March 1948, 22. 
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In sifting through the draft fragments for “Harlem Is Nowhere” in Ellison’s archive, one 
finds that the section of the published essay describing “the most surreal fantasies” that were 
“acted out on the streets of Harlem” underwent multiple stages of revision. The list of fantasies 
could easily have been taken straight from horror comics, and indeed the presence of Judith 
Crist’s “Horror in the Nursery” article—the first publication to reveal in detail Wertham’s 
argument against comics—in the “Nowhere” folders lends credence to the influence of comics 
on Ellison’s thought (Figure 3). Ellison’s final, published list of the “surreal fantasies” runs as 
follows: 
[A] man ducks in and out of traffic shouting and throwing imaginary grenades that 
actually exploded during World War I; a boy participates in the rape-robbery of his 
mother; a man beating his wife in a park uses boxing “science” and observes Marquis of 
Queensberry rules…; two men hold a third while a lesbian slashes him to death with a 
razor blade; boy gangsters wielding homemade pistols (which in the South of their 
origin are but toy symbols of adolescent yearning for manhood) shoot down their young 
rivals. Life becomes a masquerade; exotic costumes are worn every day.125 
 
 
Fig. 3.  From the first page of 
Judith Crist’s “Horror in the 
Nursery.” “Professional models 
here re-enact” the scene of two 
children holding a third down to 
stab her with a fountain pen. The 
scenario recalls some of those 
described in Ellison’s “Harlem is 
Nowhere.” 
 
- Collier’s 27 March 1948, 22.  
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In a late draft, Ellison follows the list with this explanation: “This is a world in which the major 
part of the imagination goes not into the creation of works of art, but into overcoming the 
limitations placed upon it by social discrimination.”126 Taken together, these observations 
diagnose the frustration faced by the little Batmen of “Harlem’s America” in terms of typical 
horror comic scenarios.  
Yet this entire section, in the essay’s earliest drafts, was not labeled “fantasies” at all, but 
rather “crime.” Box 100 from Ellison’s papers quite literally archives the text’s transformations, 
leaving persistent traces of gradual erasures. In what appears to be the essay’s first draft, Ellison 
states baldly that in Harlem, “adolescents commit crimes learned from comic books.”127 Several 
subsequent drafts offer the following variation: crimes are learned “from movies and comic 
books.” Only later in the history of the manuscript do crimes go from being “learned” to 
“inspired by” movies and comics, until suddenly the emphasis on crime is dropped in favor of a 
focus on “surreal fantasies.” These later drafts no longer directly allude to comics, nor do they 
focus only on “adolescents” but move to encompass all Harlemites. In fact, in the published 
essay Ellison omits any mention of possible media sources for these fantasies, in effect 
heightening the sense of unreality his essay tries to diagnose and present. By refraining from 
identifying direct sources for either crimes or fantasies, Ellison not only paints a more complex 
picture of what currently grips Harlem and America but also distinguishes his essay from the 
argument of the clinic’s founder. Where the early drafts saw Ellison buying into Wertham’s 
theory, his subsequent elision of comics (it is the first medium to appear and the first to 
disappear) suggests that he may have felt differently. The fondness with which he recalls his 
comic-drawing Oklahoma friend in eulogizing Bearden exists in striking contrast to the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
126 Box 100, Ralph Ellison Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC 20540. 
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murderous undertones of the comic book world of Clifton’s eulogy. As the archive reveals, 
Ellison’s early struggle with the effect of comics leaves an indelible mark on Invisible Man. To 
use one of Ellison’s own rejected—yet compelling—images from his “Nowhere” drafts, the 
allusions to comics were “sinking, but, like a sunken log that shapes the currents between a 
river’s banks, remaining to affect the tide of the speaker’s moods.”128  
In his archival hoarding, Ellison also kept a file on the Lafargue Clinic in which a yellow 
sheet addressed “Dear Dick” (Richard Wright), dated April 4, 1946, offers a little advertisement 
and praise for the clinic and seems to be one of Ellison’s earliest attempts at what would 
eventually become “Harlem Is Nowhere.” At the bottom of the sheet, as a kind of note to self, 
Ellison writes: “Wright as example of fate and promise of juvenile delinquents, i.e. BLACK 
BOY.”129 This wonderfully resonant line—“fate and promise”—is an indication that Ellison 
never abandons the association of juvenile delinquency with fate and promise that becomes the 
core of his stance toward comic books—both its antisocial absurdism and optimistic dynamism. 
In the same “Lafargue Clinic” folder, Ellison kept an article from HEADLINES AND 
PICTURES: A Monthly Negro News Magazine entitled “Harlem Pioneers With Mental Clinic,” 
one of many pieces on the clinic he collected. In that particular magazine however, the two-page 
article that immediately follows the one on the clinic is a testament to how closely linked the 
clinic, comic books, and juvenile delinquency really were. The anonymous article entitled 
“Super Democrat of the Radio—out of which Figure 2 was taken—is about Clayton (Bud) 
Collyer, better known as “Superman of the radio,” and how the radio adventures of Superman 
will now have “the new tolerance theme lasting through mid-July,” after which “the show will 
tackle juvenile delinquency in August and September, and school absenteeism as school starts 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
128 Ibid. 
129 Box 203, Ralph Ellison Papers. Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC 20540. A 
copy of this letter can also be found in the Richard Wright Papers, at Yale.  
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again in October.”130 The accompanying photographs are revelatory, with Superman reading his 
own comic then happily shaking the hand of a young black boy named Richard Gibson, the 12-
year-old “chairman of the Youth Builders conference” glowing with “fate and promise.” 
Accordingly, Ellison also archived materials he assembled on “Juvenile Delinquency,” 
and his papers contain articles on that theme dating from the mid-1940s to the late 1950s. 
Among the articles, a big spread from Life magazine dated April 8, 1946, and titled “Juvenile 
Delinquency: War’s Insecurity Lifts Youthful Crime 100%” contains several photographs taken 
in Harlem of both black and white gangs and concludes by offering a portrait of a “reformed” 
juvenile delinquent. The youth’s progress is represented by a picture of a muscular ex-gang 
leader lifting weights with one arm (Figure 4), an image whose iconography recalls the famous 
and oft-reprinted 1939 issue of Detective Comics that shows how Bruce Wayne trained to 
become the Batman (Figure 5). Most of Ellison’s “Juvenile Delinquency” folder consists of 
articles depicting the trials of delinquent youth who have suffered from sudden migration to the 
urban North from the rural South. Focusing on certain gang leaders, this archive further 
underscores the promise Invisible Man sees in the zoot-suiters, in Tod Clifton, and in the 
“culturally deprived” delinquents discussed in Ellison’s “What These Children Are Like.” Of 
particular note in Ellison’s papers is the presence, in a folder labeled “Harlem, New York, NY,” 
of Gordon Parks’s first Life magazine assignment, “Harlem Gang Leader” (1 November 1948). 
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Fig. 4. “Leader of New 
York Saxons.” 
Photograph by Tony 
Linck from “The Story 
of a Delinquent” section 
of the Life magazine 
“Juvenile Delinquency” 
photo essay. The 
original caption reads: 
“Leader of New York 
Saxons, a gang now 
devoted to constructive 
ends, lifts weights at 




Fig. 5. “Trains his body 
to perfection.” Panel 
from “The Legend of 
the Batman—Who he is 
and how he came to 
be!” (mentioned earlier 
in this chapter).  
 
After his parents are 
murdered by a robber in 
an alley, the young 
Bruce Wayne decides to 
train his mind and body. 
From Detective Comics 
33 © 1939 DC Comics. 





The article is a chronicle of seventeen-year- old “delinquent” Red Jackson, leader of the 
Midtowners, and contains many of Parks’s now iconic photographs. Red Jackson represents a 
documented historical example of a black delinquent who is nevertheless presented as a leader.131 
It should be noted, however, that by the late 1970s Ellison seems to have become 
somewhat disillusioned by the idea of the ‘fate and promise of juvenile delinquents’ and the 
leadership potential of criminals in general: “During the Sixties,” Ellison tells his interviewers, 
“this myth of the redeemed criminal had a tremendous influence on our young people, when 
criminals guilty of every crime from con games, to rape, to murder exploited it by declaring 
themselves political activists and Black leaders.” Perhaps having grown more conservative with 
the passage of time, Ellison laments that as a result of this Sixties tendency to make “heroes our 
of thugs,”  
many sincere, dedicated leaders of an older generation were swept aside. I’m speaking 
now of courageous individuals who made sacrifices in order to master the disciplines of 
leadership and who created a continuity between themselves and earlier leaders of our 
struggle. The kids treated such people as if they were Uncle Toms, and I found it 
outrageous.  
 
What Ellison bemoans the most in this failure of young thugs to live up to their “fate and 
promise” a quarter century later is that it “gave many kids the notion that there was no point in 
 developing their minds . . . all that was required was a history of criminality”132 
But back when he himself was a young novelist bursting with promise, Ellison seemed to 
be suggesting that the restless, mobile, and daring little Batmen whom society regards as 
delinquents may in fact be “protecting the higher interests of society,” not despite but because of 
their outlaw status. This watchful protection occurring outside the law is akin to the vigilance 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
131 In the same “Harlem” folder, Ellison also kept a copy of an actual comic book: Harlem Youth Report #5, 
“YOUTH IN THE GHETTO and the Blueprint for Change,” the voice of Harlem Youth Unlimited (Custom 
Comics, 1964). The comic was only distributed around Harlem and was commissioned by the social activism 
organization HARYOU. 
132 Ellison, “The Essential Ellison,” Conversations, 366. 
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provided by those archons bedecked in their zoot-suit uniforms outside history, and it is the 
novelist’s job to make sure they “get in.” Precisely because they are “not the numbed, but the 
seething,” their fate and promise may enable them to become the kind of leaders African 
Americans need most. The “I, no hero” who also becomes “just now, a leader” after spearing Ras 
the Destroyer thus embodies this seeming contradiction.133  Insofar as Ellison adopts this 
contradictory logic when he writes of black heroism, he can be seen less a prisoner of his era’s 
contradictions and more a strategist employing the comic’s necessarily fraught ethics.134  Comic 
books are how Ellison makes even the most radical and unreal elements of American culture fit 
within the contours of the novel form. As an example of cheap ephemera with a wide circulation, 
and in light of its use as a unifying narrative device, one could even say that the comic book is to 
Invisible Man as the “throwaway” is to Joyce’s Ulysses. All allusions to comic books or cartoons 
in the novel—be they Popeye, the subway scene, the funeral eulogy, Thurber, Dick Tracy, or the 
Lone Ranger—have something in common: in each instance, they offer the protagonist the most 
accurate analogy for his own holistic sense of reality, a sense intimately grounded in what 
Ellison called the “unreality that haunts Harlem.”135  
This unreality, this nowhere, is on par with the novel’s archival ability to “speak even 
when no one wills to listen,”136 and the revelation that there are unlikely archons among us—like 
so many little men of the world’s Chehaw Stations—custodians of an otherwise invisible 
archive. It is “a world so fluid and shifting that often within the mind the real and the unreal 
merge, and the marvelous beckons from behind the same sordid reality that denies its 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
133 For a compelling elucidation of the hero-leader figure created in the closing scenes of Invisible Man, see 
chapter 3 of John S. Wright, Shadowing Ralph Ellison (Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 2006). 
134 I’d like to thank the anonymous reader of Novel: A Forum on Fiction for his or her reflections on these 
themes of violence and social redemption in Invisible Man.  
135 Ellison, “Harlem is Nowhere,” 327. 
136 Ellison, “Introduction.” Invisible Man, xvi. 
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existence.”137 In other words, Ellison’s gaze sees the promise behind the delinquency, just as 
Invisible Man sees the “principle on which the country was built” beckoning from behind “the 
men who did the violence” (574). The novel’s defense and denunciation of mass culture mirrors 
how its protagonist manages to retain the dynamism of hope despite being surrounded by the 
“Old Bad Air” of a segregated American democracy (581). It offers a glimpse of a world where 
criminal passions can be harnessed to socially useful ends. As an answer to the narrator’s 
questions, “Was this all that would be recorded? Was this the only true history of the times?” 
(443), Ellison gives us the novel as counter-archive, as history’s “obscure alter ego,” its “own 
revenge.” History’s “big surprise!” might just be that comics have lasting value; that those 
ephemeral artifacts we so easily dismiss or fail to even see, belong in the archive.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





 L’Archive est d’Hommage: 
The Spontaneous, Skeletonized, Oeuvre of Jack Kerouac 
 
“C’était un Québécois 
Narquois comme tout Québécois” 
- “Le Québécois,” Félix Leclerc1 
 
On the day of the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, a nineteen-year-old Jack 
Kerouac went out into the “clear deadcold of New England winter” at 2 a.m. to look for “the eye 
of the war.” Young Jack was home for the holidays in Lowell, Mass., shortly after quitting 
Columbia University, and he recorded this nocturnal trek in an unpublished story entitled 
“Search by Night.” In the story, the narrator enters an old lunchcart in Lowell’s factory district 
and orders a hamburger, the only thing, he happily declares, that can “satisfy a hunger in yourself 
which is exclusively and completely American.” As the “juicy mess” lavishes his palate, a few 
nightshift factory workers enter the lunchcart and interrupt his thoughts with their “vulgar and 
ugly jargon called New England French-Canadian.” “Ernest, Calvert, ‘tara pas une chris de 
chance—! Ha ha ha!” one of the men says, and the other replies, “Héh Batêge!”—“Ha! Ha ha ha 
ha!”2 With remarkable insight into the profound mutilation this “jargon” has endured to survive 
on foreign soil, Kerouac describes their speak as “tormented, twisted, severed French.” 
Disgusted by these louts, Kerouac watches them “prattling incoherently, half of the time in 
coarse and obscene N.E. French-Canadian, half of the time in rowdy, faulty English.” The two 
men switch “quickly, effortlessly” between the two languages. “This,” Kerouac instructs the 
reader, “is the language of the New England French Canadian, who is the rarest animal in the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The word “narquois” is an ancient French word—still in use in Québec like many old French words—
meaning vagabond or bum. The word is also used to denote ruse and mockery; its origin stems from wanderers who 
wore soldiers’ uniforms and pretended to be wounded—through, say, a fake head-bandage—in order to live off the 
kindness of others as they passed through various towns.   
2 The American equivalent of what they’re saying would be: “Ernest, dammit, you wouldn’t have a goddam 
chance” and the other replies, “Well, shit!” 
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various N.E. mill cities, who is the bawdy, rowdy, gustful, and obscene inhabiter of crude 
wooden tenements, infestor of smelly barrooms along infamous slum streets, crude-handed 
laborer of factory, ditch, and field.)” He goes on to qualify their use of English as “heavily, 
ponderously accented, almost idiotic.”3  
What this narrator—this Jean-Louis Kérouac—never tells his reader is that he may as 
well be at his family’s dinner table. Kerouac is in fact one of those “rare animals”; he is 
describing himself. Or rather, at nineteen, he is desperately trying to escape the fact that he 
belongs to la race canadienne-française. In this early story, we can feel the deep shame he has in 
regards to his people. We can also detect here a logic behind his subsequent mastery of English: 
to never sound so “rowdy, faulty” and “idiotic” in America again. There is almost a sense that, if 
he eats enough hamburgers (he eats two in the ten-page story), he may finally become 
“exclusively and completely American.” What is also notable is that he renders, in written form, 
a type of French that, at the time, only existed in speech. Though rather passé now, a particular 
passage from Friedrich Schleimermacher’s 1813 treatise, “On the Different Methods of 
Translating,” seems to seize upon one of the most fundamental conflicts—the “eye of the war”—
inhabiting that forlorn, misunderstood French Canadian American vagabond, Jack Kerouac. 
Schleimermacher writes: 
if someone has turned against nature and custom and deserted, as it were, his mother 
tongue, devoting himself instead to another, it need not be affectation or mockery when 
he assures us he is no longer in a position to move freely in his native language; rather, 
by this justification he is seeking to convince himself that his nature really is a natural 
wonder that subverts all hierarchies and laws, and to reassure others that he is at least not 
walking about double like a ghost.4 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Jack Kerouac, Holograph story, signed. “Search by Night.” December, 1941, Kerouac Archive, Henry W. 
and Albert A. Berg Collection of English and American Literature, New York Public Library.   
4 Friedrich Schleimermacher, “On the Different Methods of Translating.” Trans. by Susan Bernofsky. The 
Translation Studies Reader, Second Edition. Ed. Lawrence Venuti (New York and London: Routledge, 2004), 59. 
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Sadly, even by the time Kerouac took his final trip to Europe in 1965, four years before his death 
in 1969 at the age of 47, he was unable to keep reassuring others—let alone himself—that he was 
not, indeed, “walking about double” like the “ghost” that Schleimermacher describes.  
Kerouac is “doubled” in more ways than one; linguistically, his French Canadian mother 
tongue often caused the great melancholy that overshadowed his entire life, yet it is also the 
source for his internationally-acclaimed achievement as a writer of English prose and verse. His 
tortured relation to his origins is subtly evident in the majority of his works but is most laid bare 
in Satori in Paris (1966), where Kerouac explicitly doubles himself: “Jack Kerouac” is the 
author’s name on the book’s cover and spine, but the narrator within decides to present his “real” 
self to the reader: “I’ll use my real name here, full name in this case, Jean-Louis Lebris de 
Kérouac.”5 Jean-Louis, or Ti-Jean, is how Kerouac’s family addressed him in his childhood 
growing up in a French-Canadian neighborhood of Lowell, and so represents his most intimate 
and familiar appellation. “I haven’t learned French in books but at home,” Kerouac informs a 
Breton innkeeper in Satori in Paris, “I didn’t know how to speak English in America before I 
was, oh, five or six years old, my parents were born in Canada in Québec” (SP 81). 
All this might seem tangential to the subject of the archive, but for Kerouac, his French 
Canadian origins and archival impulse are inextricable. At first glance—or according to popular 
belief—Jack Kerouac seems to be the quintessential American, his life as “King of the Beats” is 
embedded in an American mystique of the open road and bohemianism, and he has come to 
emblematize the “Beat Generation” that is said to have ushered in the 1960s countercultural 
revolution. “Just like girlie magazines,” Kerouac writes when he and Neal Cassady get a ride 
from a “normal” suburban couple in the late 1940s, “we represented to these goonish normals in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Jack Kerouac, Satori in Paris (New York: Grove Press, 1966), 8.  
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the front seat the vicious novelties of America”6 Since then, as Rachel Adams puts it in 
Continental Divides, Kerouac is a “figure who has been claimed as the most American of 
authors.”7 However, a deeper look into the author’s life—indeed, a look at any of his works 
besides On the Road—quickly reveals the skewed nature of the mediatized Kerouac.  
With the publication of On the Road in 1957, his most famous novel, Kerouac gained 
immediate notoriety. His opinions were eagerly sought by nationally syndicated newspapers, by 
big shot interviewers on TV and radio, and they all gleefully promoted him as the voice of 
middle-class, white, young rebels of the postwar era that had rejected the American dream of 
becoming affluent cogs in the corporate machine. Yet by the time On the Road was finally 
published (6 years after he had finished writing it), Kerouac no longer wanted a “road” lifestyle 
and had already written most of his major novels. He went back to living with his mother 
Gabrielle, as he always did throughout his life, and developed an increasingly conservative 
hatred for the “new” America he had helped to build. A 1960 diary entry records his disgust at 
being misrepresented by the American media:  
Realized last night how truly sick & tired I am of being a “writer” & a “beat”—it’s not 
me at all—yet everybody keeps hammering it into me—that’s why I wanta be alone with 
the dumb beasts of the country so I begin to feel like Tijean again instead of their goddam 
“Jack Karrawhek”—the monster they’ve built up in the papers is beginning to take shape 
inside my body like Burroughs’ “Stranger.”8  
 
Indeed, Tijean had built an entirely different kind of monster in his own massive personal 
archive—now largely held at the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library—in which he 
struggles to find the meaning of that oft-mispronounced last name of his. Even before he 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Jack Kerouac, Visions of Cody (New York: Penguin, 1972), 359. From now on, cited parenthetically in 
text as VoC. 
7 Rachel Adams, Continental Divides: Remapping the Cultures of North America (Chicago and London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 176. 




achieved fame as a “goddam” Beat writer, Kerouac was steadily, and increasingly, pulled toward 
his core self, his first sense of identity as French Canadian. His first novelistic steps into openly 
exploring his origins—without the subterfuge of his first novel The Town and the City (1950) or 
the published On the Road—came in 1951, the year in which he wrote the original On the Road 
scroll, most of Visions of Cody, parts of Dr. Sax, and many of his narratives in French Canadian 
joual.9  
Kerouac is further doubled in the sense that despite developing a “spontaneous” style, he 
is also a revision machine, a careful keeper of records, a cautious comber of details, an “arranger 
in the manger” (VoC 29)10 with a craving for tracing every thing back to its source. As Ann 
Douglas judiciously points out, “Kerouac’s editor and biographer Ann Charters has reminded us 
of what meticulous and extensive records Kerouac kept of his career and his times; he meant his 
work to be in some sense verifiable.”11 Further, considering all the detailed character charts, 
event logs, maps, and the diary entries that speak directly to future readers, Kerouac wanted his 
life and work to be not just reified but deciphered; he left behind an archive that continues to 
yield new information, despite the undeniable fact that “Kerouac’s life is one of the most 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 The NYPL exhibit, “Beatific Soul: Jack Kerouac On the Road,” curated by Isaac Gewirtz in 2007, 
celebrated the opening to researchers of Kerouac’s Archive and the 50th anniversary of On the Road’s publication. 
The exhibit was the first to show excerpts of Kerouac’s French writings, and revealed the extent of his amazingly 
rich archive. News that Kerouac had written stories entirely in joual was first announced by Gabriel Anctil in “Sur le 
chemin,” Le Devoir. Édition du jeudi 4 septembre, 2008. < http://www. ledevoir.com/2008/09/04/203916.html >. 
The news created great interest in Québec and headlines appeared all across Europe. It was largely ignored in the 
United States. 
10 In a diary entry from February 1950, Kerouac notes: “(In my sleep I referred to myself, in French, not as 
a “writer” but as arrangeur—he who arranges matters; at the same time, I associated this fraction with eating supper 
(manger.) I woke up to remember this.)” in Windblown World: The Journals of Jack Kerouac, 1947-1954, Ed. 
Douglas Brinkley (New York: Viking, 2004), 262. Of course, “arranger” is also the name critics have given to the, 
well, arranger of Joyce's Ulysses.  
11 Ann Douglas, ““Telepathic shock and meaning excitement”: Kerouac’s poetics of intimacy.” College 
Literature (Winter 2000), 12. See Ann Charters’s groundbreaking piece on “Kerouac’s Literary Method and 
Experiments: The Evidence of the Manuscript Notebooks in the Berg Collection,” Bulletin of Research in the 
Humanities, Volume 84, Number 4 (Winter 1981), pp. 431-450. 
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chronicled of any twentieth-century author.”12 As I will ultimately suggest, the reasons behind 
his need to archive his life so carefully—and leave such extensive records behind—is intimately 
tied to his decimated sense of French Canadian identity. 
Satori in Paris, I argue, is the culmination of a life lived as “archivalist enterprise,”13 as it 
finally brings the vagabonding Kerouac into the archive of his ancestral land. In that late novella, 
Kerouac narrates his own archive story—an example of what Suzanne Keen dubs a “romance of 
the archive”14—by chronicling his feverish visits to the archives of the Bibliothèque Nationale de 
Paris, the Archives Nationale, and the Mazarine Library in an effort to trace his Québécois 
origins. This impulse to seek and understand origins—his own, those of his close friends, or 
those of his own ideas and stories—is the driving force behind Kerouac’s lifelong, peripatetic 
quest. Kerouac’s oeuvre, I propose, can be best understood through a Derridian conception of the 
archive. In his Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, Derrida defines the “fever”—the “mal 
d’archive”—as “a compulsive, repetitive, and nostalgic desire for the archive, an irrepressible 
desire to return to the origin, a homesickness, a nostalgia for the return to the most archaic place 
of absolute commencement.”15 This reads like an uncannily apt description of Kerouac’s literary 
oeuvre, of its motifs, motivations, and movements, culminating as it does in that “archaic place 
of absolute commencement,” the Brittany of his ancestors. As I discuss below, there is another, 
more immediate site of “absolute commencement” for Kerouac; the little green desk he had in 
his room as a child. That haunting piece of furniture, alluded to in so many of his works and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Adams, Continental Divides, 150.  
13 I borrow this phrase from Stephen Ross, “Introduction: The Missing Link,” Modernism and Theory: A 
Critical Debate, Ed. Stephen Ross (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 12.  
14 Suzanne Keen, Romances of the Archive in Contemporary British Fiction (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2003). Keen defines a romance of the archive as texts that include “scenes taking place in libraries or 
in other structures housing collections of papers and books; they feature the plot action of ‘doing research’ in 
documents. They designate a character or characters at least temporarily as archival researchers, as questers in the 
archive. They unabashedly interpret the past through its material traces… (3). 
15 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression. Trans. Eric Prenowitz (Chicago & London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1995), 91.   
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journal entries, bears the material traces of his dead brother and is also where he first began 
composing the “history of myself.”  
In this chapter, I reassess Jack Kerouac’s oeuvre as a unique case of the aesthetic 
deployment of the archival. Although Kerouac is the famed exponent of what he dubbed 
“spontaneous poetics,” close scrutiny of his personal archive reveals the extent to which he 
revised, rewrote, and re-remembered the same material. Douglas Brinkley, the first scholar to be 
given access to Kerouac’s archive in the late 1990s (almost a full decade before the Kerouac 
papers were opened to researchers in 2007) put it this way: “Kerouac was a fastidious, old-
fashioned craftsman. For every day he spent “on the road” during his lifetime, gathering 
material, he toiled for a month in solitude—sketching, polishing, and typing his various novels, 
prayers, poems, and reflections.”16 If “spontaneity” became Kerouac’s method of choice it was 
because it served his goals of leaving a “complete record”17 behind, and it was the means of 
(re)capturing the origins—or provenance—of the poetic insight and narrative structure of his 
innermost self.  
Kerouac obsessively documented his own life, going so far as to create charts of the 
individuals he met, noting when he met them, where, how many times, and what they did (see 
Appendix I, Chart of Kerouac’s lovers/sexual encounters from 1939 to 1963). This archival 
mania is most evident in his Visions of Cody (written 1951-1952, published 1972), which 
recounts many of the same events as his more famous On the Road, but includes ornate details, 
an “abstract drawing,” other doodles, letters, diary entries, and transcripts of recordings absent 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Douglas Brinkley, “In the Kerouac Archive,” The Atlantic Monthly (Nov 1998; 282, 5), p.51.  
17 Jack Kerouac, Visions of Cody (New York: Penguin, 1972), 99. From now on, cited parenthetically in 
text as VoC.   
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from the more famous novel.18 As Allen Ginsberg observed in “The Visions of the Great 
Rememberer,” his annotations to Visions of Cody that have accompanied the novel since it was 
first published, “many lacunae & unfinished explanations & facts of On the Road romanticisms 
are herein filled in & detailed roundly” (VoC 418). If Satori in Paris is a romance of the archive, 
Visions of Cody embodies the archival character of Kerouac’s novelistic form, while 
simultaneously serving an archival function of preservation.  
 Approaching Kerouac through the archive allows us to reframe his spontaneous prose 
method as a technique in the service of the most archival of impulses; the wish to record and 
preserve all experience, as it is experienced, immediately, for posterity. Spontaneous poetics is 
the archive’s essence where origin meets recording eye. This thirst for capturing the moment is 
motivated by Kerouac’s passion for provenance; he hopes to record the very inception of all 
epiphanies, emotions, sensations he experiences, just as he uses the tape recorder, in Visions of 
Cody, to get back to the origin of all his “story-novels” (VoC 107). The recorder allows Kerouac 
to play back, again and again, what Cody Pomeray calls the “skeletonized form” (VoC 146) of a 
narrative’s inception, before it has had the chance to be embellished and filled in with the flesh 
and muscles of emplotment. As such, Visions of Cody is itself a version of On the Road stripped 
to its essentials—a “skeleton” that is ironically much bulkier than its more famous, more 
traditional brother. The repetitive nature of Kerouac’s reinterpretation of the same events through 
multiple novelistic retellings is authorized by his re-deployment of his own archive; the latter 
ultimately stands as the metatextual “skeletonized form” of his oeuvre. 
I want to make three, interrelated arguments in this chapter. First, I propose that for 
Kerouac, building an archive “on the run” is the only way to preserve the origin of ideas—of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




creative process itself—and that this recording process is also one of his only sources of “joy”—
the balm against his ingrained “mal,” what he called “that horrible homelessness all French-
Canadians abroad in America have.”19 Beyond his already prodigious memory, the notebook is 
his most trusted recording technology, but he also resorts to tape recorders to aid him in this 
building and collecting. Second, his thirst for provenance also leads him to undertake what might 
be best described, for the very Catholic Kerouac, as pilgrimages to important sites of 
commencement; his vagabondage is thus not solely a means of escape, but a wider search for 
understanding himself and the friends he loves and admires, most notably Cody Pomeray (Neal 
Cassady). Finally, these treks to originary sites become an integral part of his method, and form, 
of storytelling, and thus prefigure Kerouac’s visits to library archives late in life. In other words, 
Kerouac’s archival sensibility ultimately led him to seek his own French Canadian ancestral 
origins in French archives. This final trip, as dramatized in Satori in Paris, marks the 
chronological end point—and the ideological exhaustion—of the entire Duluoz Legend, the name 
Kerouac gave to his autobiographical set of fiction. Thus, the archival quest of late Kerouac in 
Satori in Paris is the culmination of a lifelong dedication to the creation and maintenance of a 
personal archive sustained as a consolation against the perennial homesickness he was never able 
to shake off (outside the recording act itself). Spontaneous prose, vagabonding, archiving, and 
his French-Canadian background are thus inseparable from one another, and form a proper 
understanding of his unique contribution to postwar North American literature. Although this 
chapter will ultimately turn to Satori in Paris, I first want to focus on what I consider to be 
Kerouac’s most important novelistic achievement, the posthumously published Visions of Cody. 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Kerouac, letter to Yvonne Le Maître, 8 Sept., 1950, Selected Letters: 1940-1956. Ed. Ann Charters 
(Viking: New York, 1995), 228.  
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“Epiphany, come on”20 
 
Ostensibly a “600-page character study of the hero of On the Road,”21 Visions of Cody is 
a profoundly American book; it is both the story of an American trying to discover, know, and 
understand his own country, and the novel of an immigrant outsider trying to find a way to fit 
into this vast land of America(s). Kerouac dedicates Visions of Cody “to America, whatever that 
is,” and even by the concluding section of the novel, the narrator is still at a loss to understand 
the nation and its inhabitants: “A true, real American is a mystery to us, to U.S.”  (VoC 361). The 
phrase also importantly implies that the nation does not know itself; what counts as a “true, real 
American” remains a mystery. As opposed to a Don DeLillo’s attention to “the most 
photographed barn in America,”22 Kerouac wants to expose “the poor hidden brick in America” 
(VoC 87); to capture the nation’s secret, neglected building blocks—its marginalized members, 
its teeming multitudes of visible and invisible minorities—and record them and his passage 
through and among them. As Adams and others demonstrate, reading Kerouac makes you realize 
is that “to be American is to embody racial mixture and to trace one’s tangled roots across 
multiple borders.”23 Kerouac was a careful, thorough, and methodical archivist of America; in a 
letter to Hal Chase (Val Hayes in the novel), sent prior to his departure for his first momentous 
cross-country trip: “I have begun a huge study of the face of America itself, acquiring maps 
(roadmaps) of every state in the USA, and before long not a river or mountain peak or bay or 
town or city will escape my attention.”24 These maps literally become the “finding aids” of his 
American archiving project.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Isolated entry in “1949 Journal.” Road Log, April 27, 1949 - July 24, 1950. Box 55, Folder 2, Kerouac 
Archive, Berg, NYPL. 
21 Author’s note, Visions of Cody, unpaginated. 
22 Don DeLillo, White Noise (New York: Penguin Books, 1985), 12. 
23 Adams, Continental Divides, 153.   
24 Kerouac, letter to Hal Chase, 19 April, 1947. Selected Letters, 107.  
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Amongst all the novels that constitute The Duluoz Legend—Visions of Gerard, Doctor 
Sax, The Town and the City, Maggie Cassidy, Vanity of Duluoz, On the Road, Visions of Cody, 
The Subterraneans, Tristessa, The Dharma Bums, Desolation Angels, Big Sur, Satori in 
Paris,25—Visions of Cody is not only the novel that bears the mark of Kerouac’s spontaneous 
method at its inception—one might say the novel cradles the method’s very Nietzschean 
becoming—its form is also closest to Kerouac’s archival practices. The novel itself is a bulging 
repository of thoughts, visions, dreams, events, presented in the raw forms of their initial 
recording by Kerouac: complete and excerpted letters he sent and received, tape recordings that 
“are actual transcriptions [Kerouac] made of conversations with Cody,” a few drawings and 
sketches, diary entries, notes and note-making acts—this is an archive dressed up as a novel. At 
the same time, the archive that is being pulled into the novel’s form is transmogrified by the 
creative force of Kerouac’s poetic prose; history becoming symbolic action, Kerouac bears 
witness “through the keyhole of his eye . . . the eyes of poor Ti Jean (me).”26 
Throughout this big burly novel, descriptions abound, vivid inventories incorporating 
smells, visuals, texture, thoughts new and remembered, taking advantage of the secret resources 
of literature as a more comprehensive human record of lived life and experience. As Hassan 
Melehy suggests, Kerouac’s “fiction allows for the emergence of aspects of reality that may 
remain hidden by cultural dominations.”27 In serving its archival function, the novel conjures a 
time already passed, a moment inscribed in history yet deserving of preservation. It opens in an 
“old diner like the one Cody and his father ate in,” and repeatedly hammers that “old” note: the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 As Kerouac has explained: “My work comprises one vast book like Proust’s Remembrance of Things 
Past except that my remembrances are written on the run instead of afterwards in a sick bed.” Each novel, he felt, 
“are just chapters in the whole work which I call The Duluoz Legend.” 
26 Author’s note, Visions of Cody, unpaginated. 
27 Hassan Melehy, “Literatures of Exile and Return: Jack Kerouac and Quebec,” American Literature 
(Volume 84, Number 3, September 2012), 597.  
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bread board is “worn down,” there are “oldfashioned” windows that look like those in an 
“oldfashioned railroad car” or “old lunchcarts,” the “[g]rill is ancient and dark,” giving whiffs of 
“old ham or an old pastrami beef,” the mugs are “brown and cracked” next to an “old pot” and a 
cash register “as old as the wood of a rolltop desk” (VoC 3-4). “The newest things,” the narrator 
lists, “are the steam cabinet, the aluminum coffee urns, the floor fans—But the marble counter,” 
he adds, “is ancient, cracked, marked, carved, and under it is the old wood counter of the late 
twenties, early thirties… something suggesting decades of delicious greasy food. Ah!” (VoC 4). 
Already with this “Ah!” we detect the exultation Kerouac obtains from his nostalgic recording. 
This diner contains a smell that is “curiously the hungriest in America,” it is “nameless—
memoried—sincere—makes the guts of men curl in October” (VoC 4).  
The majority of the novel is arranged in short or longer vignettes or visions he called 
“sketches” that open with a sort of capitalized subtitle often marking the location or theme, like 
“THE CAPRICIO B-MOVIE” or “AND OVER AT THIRD AVENUE AND 9th STREET,” or 
even “WELL, MASTURBATION” (VoC 4-5, 8). With this first “sketch”28 on the diner, Kerouac 
establishes a mood of time regained, of a specific texture and sensible reality that also bears the 
marks of the moment’s longevity, as with that lunch counter being assimilated with American 
novelties. Even if some of what it evokes remains “nameless,”29 it is nevertheless “memoried”—	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 In a journal entry from November 15, 1951, Kerouac defines what he means by “sketching”: “So-called 
sketching is merely writing about living things, either in front of you or foremost haunting yr. memory (latter is 
Proust), + the result is not “literature” and certainly not fiction but definitely something living” An earlier entry, 
dated October 16, 1951, suggests Kerouac got the idea for “sketching” from Ed White: “‘Make sketches, like 
painters,’ says White; and this afternoon I did, of old diner and old B movie on Sutphin Blvd.” (“1951 / Journals / 
More Notes,” Box 55, Folder 6, Kerouac Archive, Berg, NYPL).  
29 That which remains “nameless” in the novel is important, and intimately tied to Kerouac’s archival, 
classificatory logic. Like a Biblical Adam creating the first taxonomies of the universe through the act of naming, 
Kerouac captures moments of experience that have yet to be named—and whose mysteries would be dispelled 
through naming—and thus resorts to that class of classification that classifies not: the nameless. To give you a few 
examples, he speaks of “nameless asthmas of the throat of Time” (VoC 9), of the “swarming nameless church 
shadows where old men whisper laryngitisly in your ear” (VoC 28). When he does “name” something, he does it 
reluctantly… for instance, in later calling a car the “Red car” during “The Tape” recording sessions, Kerouac 
comments parenthetically “(decides to just name it resignedly)” (VoC 223).  
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an important neologism I will expand on shortly. The prose is powerful and comprehensive 
enough to transport the reader into that place, that exact moment, yet as it does it reminds us that 
we are, as with archives, entering a storied site, one with its own history that we cannot witness 
save for the novelistic state in which it has survived. The opening section thus establishes the 
theme of the struggle for historical legibility; so much of what surrounds the narrator seems to 
have “aged beyond recognition” (VoC 5). Without a constant record, time becomes an inhibitor 
of recognition, of knowledge, and threatens our ability to make connections and establish 
correspondences; already here we have a subtle logic behind a need for “spontaneous” recording. 
This is a narrator—one Jack Duluoz—who spots everything, even “snow that’s fallen on 
a twig” (VoC 6). The inventories he piles into the novel threaten to overwhelm the narrative 
voice and, sometimes, he even has to interrupt itself: “(and of course many more, why list any 
further, and besides we shall come back on other levels and more exhaustively)” (VoC 78). 
Duluoz is on a pilgrimage to retrace the path and origins of Cody Pomeray, a journey that is 
simultaneously a means of understanding himself.  Early on, Duluoz goes to Hector’s because it 
is “the cafeteria of Cody’s first New York vision when he arrived in late 1946.” He describes the 
cafeteria in detail, noticing even what others do not—“nobody notices noble old ceiling of 
ancient decorated in fact almost baroque (Louis XV?) plaster now browned a smoky rich tan 
color” (VoC 10). The first of the novel’s many inventories begins when he describes Hector’s 
counter “as brilliant as B-way outside!” I cite only a part of it here to give you an idea of the 
sheer amount of detail present in the novel, and to indicate how these lists often serve to 
transport the reader into the narrator’s sensory experience. Below, the quintessential American 
1951 cafeteria comes to life out of the dead past:  
one vast L-shaped counter—great rows of diced mint jellos in glasses; diced strawberry 
jellos gleaming red, jellos mixed with peaches and cherries, cherry jellos top’t with 
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whipcream, vanilla custards top’t with cream; great strawberry shortcakes already sliced 
in twelve sections, illuminating the center of the L—Huge salads, cottage cheese, 
pineapple, plums, egg salad, prunes, everything—vast baked apples—tumbling dishes of 
grapes, pale green and brown—immense pans of cheesecake, of raspberry cream cake, of 
flaky rich Napoleons, of simple Boston cake, armies of éclairs, of enormously dark 
chocolate cake (gleaming scatological brown)—of deepdish strudel, of time and the 
river—of freshly baked powdered cookies—of glazed strawberry-banana desserts—wild 
glazed orange cakes—pyramiding glazed desserts made of raspberries, whipcream, lady 
fingers sticking up—vast sections reserved for the splendors of coffee cakes and Danish 
crullers—All interspersed with white bottles of rich mad milk—Then the bread bun 
mountain—Then the serious business, the wild streaming fragrant hot-plate counter—
Roast lamb, roast loin of pork, roast sirloin of beef, baked breast of lamb, stuff’d pepper, 
boiled chicken, stuff’d spring chicken, things to make the poor penniless mouth water—
big sections of meat fresh from ovens, and a great knife sitting alongside and the server 
who daintily lays out portions as thin as paper. The coffee counter, the urns, the cream 
jet, the steam—But most of all it’s that shining glazed sweet counter—showering like 
heaven—an all-out promise of joy in the great city of kicks. (VoC 10-11) 
 
Would you believe that the above is followed with “But I haven’t even mentioned the best of 
all—the cold cuts and sandwich and salad counter” (VoC 11), and then proceeds to elaborate? 
The prose flows freely between observations and mental associations—“of deepdish strudel, of 
time and the river,” alluding to the Thomas Wolfe novel—and we learn, among other things, that 
our arrangeur is poor and hungry30—“things to make the poor penniless mouth water.” Here, the 
insatiable Kerouac celebrates the excess of the American “buffet” that Henry James laments as 
“a sordid mockery of desire” in The American Scene.31  
 In a manner akin to his exhaustive inventories, Kerouac is dedicated to capturing 
language—both written and aural—in its most authentic form. Not only does he compose certain 
phrases phonetically—for instance he loves how Americans say “taste,” commenting in his diary 
that “it sounds something like “tayest”32—but he also transcribes how written language looks like 
in the world around him. For instance, looking at the “movable letters” of the marquee of a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 See footnote 10 for Kerouac’s association of himself as “arrangeur” and its link to eating [manger].  
31 Henry James, Henry James, “The American Scene” [1907]. Collected Travel Writings: Great Britain and 
America (New York: Library of America, 1993), 713. 
32 Kerouac, Windblown World, 20.  
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movie theater, he records how they both “always misspell” and “misplace” the letters 
themselves: “Short Subjets etc.—Alwa ystwo big features” (VoC 4). A few impressions later, 
when the narrator is now sitting in some other, all-night cafeteria in Times Square, he sees a 
storefront sign reflected in the window, and, in one of the novel’s most interactive moments, 




As you can see, he even instructs readers to pick up the book itself and “put a mirror to it” (VoC 
17), bringing attention to the materiality of the book. His novelistic agenda here is twofold: he 
wants to examine an event, a personal perspective, as closely and thoroughly as possible, and he 
desperately wants to communicate that vision to the reading other, so that we can inhabit his 
subjectivity, or else feel as if we can more than simply “sit at the same table” but rather see and 
think the world as he does. He treads slowly and carefully in these early pages of the novel, 
describing everything in its minutia, often with photographic detail, and yet all this is not 
enough, hence the narrator’s sudden: “But now let’s examine it closer” (VoC 16).  
Still sitting in that cafeteria, looking out that window with its reflections he never forgets, 
he launches into a series of impressionistic sensations and visions:  
Furthest up in the dark is the focus of this entire scene: this is a fourth floor unwashed 
window with the shade not drawn more than a foot but ever so thin brown filthy lace or 
muslin curtain (and now the light went off!!) failing to hide the shadow of an iron bed. 
Now that it’s gone off the mirror pillar is suddenly revealed all the way to its entire 





Excited by the new visions afforded by the sudden shutting of the light, the narrator can now use 
the mirror to behold the “tubular neon, the real one inside, not the imaged one outside,” a visual 
opportunity that now “reflects parts of the wall I didn’t mention” (VoC 17). In this passage, the 
act of perceiving is happening at the exact same time as the narrator’s recording of his 
perceptions in writing—the intrusive parenthesis “and now the light went off!!”—that literally 
cuts the flow of his sentence seems to happen in real time, and positions the reader as observer, 
living the same moments. Crucially, this leads to new knowledge; he now knows what he “didn’t 
know” and can speak about what he “didn’t mention.” 
Kerouac continues to use this technique throughout the novel, even when he is not 
stationary, as in the above examples, but when he is on the road, turning the reader into a fellow 
traveler. His all-encompassing eye and “recording angel” impulses reminds us of all these lesser 
“archives”—these sites where artifacts have been gathered and kept—that litter America, often 
invisible since they amount to nothing more than garbage piles: “Old newspapers and old paper 
container tops, piled up in corner of door, maybe by bum, wind or child” (VoC 5). Taking note of 
the neglected tout court—both material “rubbish” and “invisible” minorities and “others on the 
social margins, such as addicts, migrant laborers, vagrants, and prostitutes”33—is a prime 
concern of Kerouac’s narratives. An October 1949 journal entry emphasizes his awareness of the 
importance, and the place, of all things: “I don’t know anything except that parts make a whole. 
[...] Because parts make a whole, I cannot be swayed one way or the other by any part, person, 
event, idea or season anymore.”34 Two years later, he formulated much of the ideology behind 
Visions of Cody in a journal entry: “I think I’ll write thoughts about the unpretentious America to 
be found in Negro + Italian naborhoods; things we have now that I love and will vanish... B-	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Adams, Continental Divides, 155.  
 34 Kerouac Archive, Box 55, Folder 2, “1949 Journal.” Road Log, April 27, 1949 - July 24, 1950. Kerouac 
Archive, Berg, NYPL.  
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movie houses in the afternoon, penny candy stores, children’s penny + nickel toys, real old cart 
diners, even the rubbish in the weeds near a bus stop—”35 A letter he sent Cody at the time—one 
Kerouac inserts whole into the novel—continues with some of the exact same language: “I dig 
jazz, a 1000 things in America, even the rubbish in the weeds of an empty lot, I make notes about 
it, I know the secrets; I dig Joyce and Proust above Melville and Céline, like you; and I dig you 
as we together dig the lostness and the fact that of course nothing’s ever to be gained but death” 
(VoC 40, my italics). He became the loving voice of rubbish and “underappreciated America,” 
yet is also aware that these impulses ultimately act as reminders of death.  
As Marlene Manoff, in discussing Derrida’s Archive Fever, puts it, “what is at work in 
the construction of the historical record is a negotiation between the death drive and the pleasure 
principle, between Thanatos and Eros.”36 Recording and death are inseparable, an association 
intensified by refuse; when Duluoz arrives into Denver after hitchhiking, he is caught “around 
the weeds in the ordinary city debris of a field,” and records what he sees in vivid detail and 
picturesque beauty: 
Crap in weeds was an old map, Cashmere Soap paper, bottom glass of a broken bottle, 
old used-out flashlight battery, leaf, torn small pieces of newspaper (someone had saved a 
clipping and then torn it), nameless cardboard, nameless mats of hay, light bulb 
cardboard, old Spearmint gum wrapper, ice cream box cover, old paper bag, weeds with 
little bunched lavender shoots and Rousseau-like but October rusted leaves—old 
cellophane—old bus transfer ticket, the strange corrugated cardboard from egg crates, a 
rock, pieces of brown beerbottle glass, old Phillip Morris flattened pack—the roots of 
weeds were purplish borscht color and left the matted filthy earth like tormented dog 
cocks leave the sac—sticks—coffee container and an empty pint bottle of Five Star brand 
California Sherry drunk by an old wino of the road when things were less grim. (VoC 70) 
 
The subjective touch brought to this inventory—“Rousseau-like”—and the narrator’s temptation 
to emplot—“drunk by an old wino of the road when things were less grim”—act as reminders 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Kerouac, September 18, 1951 entry, “1951 / Journals / More Notes.” Box 55, Folder 6, Kerouac Archive, 
Berg, NYPL. Italics mine. 
36 Marlene Manoff, “Theories of the Archive from Across the Disciplines,” portal: Libraries and the 
Academy, Vol. 4, No. 1 (2004), 11. 
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that no archive is bereft of a human hand; every record has passed through “the keyhole” of 
someone’s eye.  
What we eventually learn following the above list is that he has time to record this 
archive of American detritus because “a miscarriage was discovered by some children in the 
field and reported to a cruising cop.” It’s “tremendously embarrassing” because “you wanted to 
see it”, the “red horrible meat of a dead baby. . . spilling out of that grocer’s bag. . . under a tree 
that by dry Autumn had been turned almost the same shade of red…” (VoC 70-71). His nostalgic 
relation to the past dictates present action yet also becomes a violent reminder of mortality: “All 
you do is head straight for the grave,” he states early on, “a face just covers a skull awhile. 
Stretch that skull-cover and smile” (VoC 12).37 Toward the very end of the novel, he pithily 
voices the ultimate reason behind his exhaustive record: “I’m writing this book because we’re all 
going to die” (VoC 368). In keeping with a Derridian relation to the archive, “the drive to collect, 
organize, and conserve the human record,”38 is always caught in the old dyad of the pleasure 
principle and the death drive: the drive to archive in Kerouac is always accompanied, if not 
motivated, by looming death and destruction.  
“A Running Proust”39 
Former National Archivist of Canada Jean-Pierre Wallot once lyrically described 
archives as “houses of memory,” an apt label for the works of Jack Kerouac, who defines his 
own earthly task as “trying desperately to be a great rememberer redeeming life from darkness” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 The last part of that sentiment, "Stretch that skull-cover and smile," was added by hand in pencil to the 
typescript. Kerouac Archive, Box 31, Folder 1, Berg, NYPL. 
38 Manoff, 11.   
39 Kerouac, Letter to Malcolm Cowley, Sept. 11, 1955. Selected Letters, p. 515. Full sentence reads: “The 
Duluoz Legend now numbers seven volumes; when I’m done, in about 10, 15 years, it will cover all the years of my 
life, like Proust, but done on the run, a Running Proust.” 
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(VoC 103).40 Gerald Nicosia’s massive critical biography of Kerouac is appropriately entitled 
Memory Babe,41 and much criticism on Kerouac addresses the centrality of memory to his works, 
though its affinities with the archive have not yet been discussed. Kerouac’s reputation for 
having a photographic memory often serves as an underlying explanation for his talent at 
“spontaneous prose”—his ability to conjure up his entire past in the present and blow it down 
onto the page—but this perspective has tended to downplay Kerouac’s obsessive record-keeping 
as memory-aids. Unsurprisingly for a novelist invested in memory, Kerouac’s favorite role 
model—and the author to whom he most often alludes—is the modernist Marcel Proust, whose 
Remembrance of Things Past became the model for his own Duluoz Legend. Jack Duluoz is 
apparently never without his Proust—“Good thing I have my Proust” (VoC 8) he declares early 
on, and often makes direct reference to the French author. Like Proust, Kerouac is an innovative 
thinker of memory, expanding its vocabulary breadth both personally and in narrative terms.  
 After noting the “Hot Chocolate Delicious” reflection mentioned above, Kerouac 
qualifies the various “flashes” that are passing by his window as “memoried and human” (VoC 
17), just as he had described the diner smell as “memoried” (VoC 4). Kerouac’s invention of a 
new active verb for memory—“memorying”—is an integral part of his archival project. As the 
novel expands, Kerouac extends the language of memory: not only memorying but 
rememberability as well. “Memorying” itself seems akin to a process of “archivization;” it names 
how a memory travels into, and settles in, the palace of memory. Kerouac’s memories sometimes 
take on the shape, in retrospect, of photographic of documents or records. Thinking back to a girl 
he once went on a date with, “poor little Rose with her Thirties style short dress” and “drinksad 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Wallot, cited in Terry Cook, “What is Past is Prologue: A History of Archival Ideas Since 1898, and the 
Future Paradigm Shift,” Archivaria 43 (Spring 1997), 18. 
41 Memory Babe was in fact the title Kerouac intended to give to “the long-unfinished novel about his 
Canadian ancestors” (see Gerald Nicosia, Memory babe: A Critical Biography of Jack Kerouac (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), 21). 
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eyes,” he remembers that she had a pimple on her “chin where you might kiss her and it would 
break and I hated to look at it though on her smooth face now in retrospect (and it’s gone) it 
memories sexily like a beauty spot kind I used to see on chins of old movie queens in photos in 
front of theater—wondering if it was photo ink” (VoC 13). Here, “memories” expresses how that 
particular detail is actively (and sexually) remembered by Kerouac through a process of 
retrospection akin to reading photographs. He knows that the actual, real beauty spot/pimple is 
“gone,” and that retrospection is merely its afterlife, archived in his “steeltrap brain.”42 More, this 
is a narrator that has the ability, or imagines he has the ability, to remember even the memories 
of others. At some point, as he looks out at the NY weather, it “reminds me speechlessly of old 
blizzards when my father was ten, of “‘88” or some such…” (VoC 5).  
Yet despite possessing a “steeltrap” repository for a brain, Kerouac often alludes to his 
need for notation to help him remember. While telling a story to Cody in “The Tape” section, he 
mentions, in passing, “I remember the name of the flophouse, in my notebooks, but I don’t have 
it now” (VoC 219). In other words, Jack considers his notebooks a living extension of his own 
memory; it is “I” who remembers, but the remembrance takes place “in my notebooks.” In a 
remarkable phrase conflating notebook and memory, he declares, “all I gotta do is look back in 
my mind, like I look back on this page, to know what it was I said” (VoC 334). As a result, 
notebooks are inseparable from his writing process and goals to capture everything. When 
Kerouac daydreams about how he will approach Cody’s house when he finally gets out West, he 
sees himself “creep up the street taking in not only every aspect possible all the sensations round 
me,” but “actually understanding in myriad rapid thought everything I sense as it stands in front 
of me and activates all around, in portable breast shirtpocket notebooks slapping” (VoC 42-43). 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 In his Paris Review interview, Kerouac says that “a girl once told me that I had a steeltrap brain, meaning 
I’d catch her with a statement she’d made an hour ago even though our talk had rambled a million lightyears away 
from that point…” (70-71). 
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His notebooks are an integral part of his self, slapping against his chest like his heartbeat, and the 
means through which he can record “every aspect possible.” Notebooks pervade the narrative; he 
goes so far as to underscore the need to take notes: “The next time I’ve a dream about Cody and 
they’re rare I will note it: but now just let the only other rememberable dream of Cody I have 
serve our growing purposes—this is going to be the complete Cody” (VoC 36, my emphasis). As 
the record “grows,” more and more memories will become “rememberable”—in other words, 
processed and made accessible to the researcher/rememberer.  
Importantly, Keroauc’s mal d’archive is also motivated by the fear, even terror, of 
forgetting. Early in “The Tape” section, Cody is the character who expresses this terror: “I can’t 
remember man, it’s a terrible thing not being able to remember what I was doing (laughing). . . 
Jesus I was there, I don’t remember where I am but I think I was there…” (VoC 126). 
Commenting on the “last great trip” (VoC 375) in Mexico, Jack admits: “There is a stupid blur in 
my memory of the trip; I think Cody remembers absolutely nothing—either that or all” (VoC 
381). The fear of amnesia is not limited to the personal, but rather is transposed onto the memory 
of the American nation as well; Kerouac laments how “certain types of faces, say Jimmy Foxx’s, 
has gone completely out of American life, me noticing and never forgetting again a certain house 
by the side of the road…” (VoC 25). Underlying Kerouac’s mission to create a “complete 
record” is the knowledge that all is fleeting and that not everything is made available to the 
recording eye. The stakes of his personal archiving, then, are always wider in scope and 
ultimately always have something to say about “America.” 
During a brief conversation on James Joyce, Cody tellingly warns Jack that his maniacal 
attempt to record everything will always be fraught with impossibility: “You’re not gonna get 
hardly any of this recorded you know.” Jack seems to have already absorbed this fallen state of 
266 
	  
affairs when he replies, “Well, that’s the sadness of it all” (VoC 156). Even the tape recorder 
transcript does not represent a complete record of the events it depicts, and Kerouac is careful to 
always reveal when the “tape goes blank” (VoC 156, 199) or “tape runs blank” (VoC 163). These 
symbolically act like the inevitable gaps in any archive, which is, as Kerouac, says, “the sadness 
of it all.” Still, the tape recorder is an example of the new technologies that can assist Kerouac in 
the fulfillment of his vocation; as he put it in a 1951 journal entry, “I need help—after all, these 
mechanical difficulties of writing by hand are over 50% of the trouble involved in swinging a 
thought from brain to paper.”43 For most of 1951, Kerouac hoped that the recorder would solve 
these “mechanical difficulties”: “It’s recording and explaining the visions and memories that 
rush across my brain, in narrative or otherwise logically connected sections,” that prove difficult 
to recreate, “If I had a portable tape-recorder everything would be okay... just walk + talk.”44  
 Underlying Kerouac’s concern with memory and its vicissitudes is his adamant desire to 
trace memories—triggered as they are in the present—back to their origins. For instance, sitting 
in a NY apartment, he tells us about “a smell that I remembered just tonight again”; the smell 
leads him to recall his father’s great friend, Big Mike, in the Lowell days of his childhood. 
Zeroing in on the memory of Mike smoking his pipe on a porch, young Jack is frightened at the 
thought of having to traverse the porch’s expanse to gain access to his friend waiting inside the 
house—“always fearful that he [Big Mike] would see me pass and then I’d have to say 
something.” Years later, the smell of his own adult pipe smoking brings recall, part of an 
obsessive “drive” to remember: Mike “was smoking his pipe thus when the memory was instilled 
in me by the same forces eighteen years ago which now drive me obsessively to remember” 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Kerouac, September 7, 1951 entry, “1951 / Journals / More Notes.” Kerouac Archive, Box 56, Folder 6, 
Berg, NYPL 
44 Kerouac, October 3, 1951 entry, “1951 / Journals / More Notes.” Kerouac Archive, Box 56, Folder 6, 
Berg, NYPL. In the same entry, he goes on to briefly describe the aborted fetus he encountered on the road. That 
encounter, given to Neal in Visions of Cody, becomes extremely detailed in the novel (see earlier).  
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(VoC 26). Crucially, it is through the act of remembering that Kerouac is able to redress the truth 
of the feelings he had as a child: “I always felt [Mike] liked my old man but not me, that 
something separated me from those qualities in my old man that made him love the name 
Duluoz, and that ‘something’ was lost to me forever.” Yet in remembering, he “realized it was 
all a big paranoia of mine,” that Mike Fortier, “this tremendous father was and had been all along 
accepting me” (VoC 26).  
 Through careful examination of this memory, the past—like the novel form—becomes a 
mutable plane open to revision and new truths. He basks in “the (as Proust says God bless him) 
‘inexpressibly delicious’ sensation of this memory,”45 and excitedly pushes his theorizing 
further: “as memories are older they’re like wine rarer, till if you find a real old memory, one of 
infancy, not an established often tasted one but a brand new one!, it would taste better than the 
Napoleon brandy Stendhal himself must have stared at . . . while shaving in front of those 
Napoleonic cannons” (VoC 26). Herein lies part of Kerouac’s archival magic: he finds novelty in 
the old; the older the memory, the more chance it has of really being a “brand new one!” The 
pleasure he feels in scouring through his own memories is integral to his novelistic practice. 
Through the spontaneous recording of memory as practice he finds the new even in the already 
lived, recognizing its potential to constantly be reexamined, re-recorded, narrativized, renewed. 
This process is remarkably similar to the notion of “backlog” in archival repositories: material 
that has been acquired but has yet to be processed; through his novelistic practice, Kerouac 
effectively “processes” his own backlog and thus adds to his personal archive.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 In Dr. Sax, Kerouac thinks back to this Uncle Mike figure and again the man is associated with Proust: 
“it was God-awful the scene of marijuana-sheeshkabob cigarettes he smoked for his asthma, Cu Babs—The thing 
that got Proust so all-hung-out—on his frame of greatness—Right Reference Marcel—old Abyssinian Bushy Beard” 
(Sax 117). Is “right reference Marcel” an allusion to the “correctness” of the Proustian reference? as linked to the 
Visions of Cody moment? 
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In Kerouac’s rouage, contemplative recall is tied to poetic inspiration; both wheels of 
time are touching in that steeltrap of his. Shortly after the above, he recalls a time when his father 
was, like Proust, in a sick bed, which for him is another one of those “inexpressibly delicious” 
old memory like old port” (VoC 27), because it is tied to the “first desk” he ever owned when he 
lived on Phoebe Avenue in Lowell. Although I will return to this almighty desk in the next 
section, what I want to note here is that the act of recording this memory triggers in him “that so-
seldom experience of seeing my whole life’s richness swimming in a palpable mothlike cloud, a 
cloud I can really see and which I think is elfin and due to my Celtic blood—coming only in 
moments of complete inspiration. . . . In my life I number them probably below five—at least on 
this level—” (VoC 27). Remembering a “brand new” ancient memory infuses him with poetic 
inspiration stemming from the Celtic blood of his ancestry, a recurring note in the novel. For 
example, when Kerouac thinks about a particular tablecloth he once had in a Mexican apartment, 
he writes: “(that fleecy soft bed and soft table, what a joy to recall it! damn!—)” (VoC 34). This 
joy is intimately tied to the character of Cody Pomeray, and thus serves as the underlying 
reasoning behind Duluoz’s obsession with the former as he becomes his vehicle for total recall; 
Cody has him “hypnotized like a mad dream; I kept recalling my life” (VoC 358). The recording 
of his recall is both artistic and deeply personal: “I must write down books too, story-novels,” he 
tells himself, “and communicate to people instead of just appeasing my lone soul with a record 
of it—but this record is my joy” (VoC 107). Here Kerouac really puts it quite simply; the 
building of his own archive is his joy. Only after does he push himself to “write down books 
too.” 
Thus, there is a matrix of interrelated dynamics constantly at play in Kerouac: his 
vocation, and his pleasure in life—his Eros—is to make as exhaustive a record as possible, his 
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steeltrap brain “memories” events and thoughts in anticipation of the recording activity. Through 
the act of recording he is then able to reach further back into the pool of memoried memories and 
thus find “brand new ones.” Further, he is attracted to and obsessed with Cody Pomeray because 
the latter has the capacity to assist him in the sincere recalling of his life. Finally, remembering 
Cody and making an analogous record of the “complete Cody” is a means of remembering 
himself and accessing his own memories from even before having met Cody, where his ancestry 
fuels his ancient elfin recall. What emerges is a fundamentally archival-minded conception of 
Kerouac’s relation to memory and the past.  
“I REMEMBER CODY” (VoC 15), Duluoz declares early on, but Cody is not only a 
conduit to more memories for Duluoz, but his fast, frenzied existence is also a reminder of the 
fleetingness of life. Cody makes the narrator all-too aware that the glumness of departure always 
follows the promise of arrival, that “the summation pinnacle possible in human relationships—
lasts a second” (VoC 15). Cody symbolically becomes a reminder “that the moment is 
ungraspable, is already gone and if we sleep we can call it up again mixing it with unlimited 
other beautiful combinations—shuffle the old file cards of the soul in demented hallucinated 
sleep” (VoC 15). In this fascinating turn of phrase, Kerouac proves how he conceives of his own 
memory as akin to the “file cards” of a library. As lived moments are memoried—thus becoming 
rememberable—they enter the storage cabinet of Kerouac’s mind and become available for 
subsequent shuffling. Thus, Kerouac self-interprets his own novelistic method as archival in 
character. In fact, Kerouac returns to the “file cards” image later in the novel when he fantasizes 
about such an organizational system for obtained ideas: “supposing each time you heard a 
delightfully original idea or were given such an image that makes the mind sing you immediately 
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slapped it over like one of those new office roller files” (VoC 39). Ideas and images are filed 
away in the great rolodex of Kerouac’s mind, that dynamic internal archive.  
 And yet—true to the internal struggle between the Eros and Thanatos of his archive 
fever—the great swarming files in his mind have a certain spectrality that haunt the poor 
recorder: “I am conscious of my own personal tragedy,” he admits, “my room itself is haunted by 
it at night when I sleep or wake from a series of restless desperate images, catching myself in the 
act of shuffling the file cards of the memory or the mind under the deck” (VoC 41). Taking into 
consideration the archival structure of Kerouac’s mind, it is only natural that Duluoz’s greatest 
fear—tied, crucially, to “the persistent feeling that I’m gonna die soon”—is to be “throwing 
away something that I can’t even find in the incredible clutter of my being but it’s going out with 
the refuse en masse, buried in the middle of it, every now and then I get a glimpse” (VoC 42). 
Kerouac is here describing an embodied articulation of Derrida’s “mal d’archive,” that trouble, 
that evil, that insatiable passion. To have the fever, Derrida writes, “is to run after the archive, 
even if there’s too much of it, right where something in it anarchives itself.”46 Kerouac is 
expressing the exact same sentiment: “every now and then I get a glimpse,” he says, of that place 
where it slips away and anarchives itself in “the clutter” of his being (where “there’s too much of 
it”). Kerouac is unable to stop himself from digging through that excess clutter, trying to “file” it 
all away as it ceaselessly expands to form the basis of his novelistic output.  
 Despite the appropriateness of Kerouac’s merging of novelistic and archival sensibilities 
through his image of the “file cards” threatening to become “clutter,” there is another image in 
Visions of Cody that I consider even more fascinating in its ability to capture both the archival 
character of Kerouac’s rouage and the exhaustiveness of his project. In a discrete section of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Derrida, 91.   
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novel, the narrator adopts an omniscient point of view in describing the young Cody of Denver 
childhood days, and describes for us his daily activities and secret thoughts (I should add that, 
although this is only made clear in the concluding sections of the novel, this section is entirely 
imaginary, (re)constructed from Kerouac’s own thoroughly-researched yet nevertheless fictional 
imaginary). We learn that Young Cody—always on the lookout for his father, Cody Sr., a hobo 
known around Denver as “The Barber”—often sits in the local barbershop in the hopes that his 
old man might make an appearance. Kerouac describes Cody as sitting there “reading the comic 
pages, not only reading but examining for hours the face and paunch of Major Hoople, his fez, 
the poor funny easy chairs in his house…” (VoC 52). After closely analyzing another popular 
comic strip of the day, he contemplates “the sad brown or green tint pictures of troubled lovers in 
sensual livingrooms of True Confessions magazine” (VoC 52). Then the Duluoz narrator 
describes another watchful activity that his imagined Cody performs, one that reverberates with 
Kerouac’s overarching recording project [below, I give you the passage as it appears in the 
original typescript of Visions of Cody]: 
only fixing his eyes on the mosaic of the tiles on the barbershop floor where [he’d long 
imagined] each little square could be peeled back ad infitinutm [endlessly], tiny leaf by 
tiny leaf, revealing in wee [little microscopic] encyclopedia the complete history of every 
person in existence [that ever lived] as far back as the beginning, the whole thing a 
dazzling [blinding] sight when he raised his eyes from one tile and absorbed [saw] all the 
others and saw the [like the dazzling] crazy huge infinity of the world swimming.47 
 
The addition of “he’d long imagined” by hand on the typescript is a hint that the vision of the 
tiles is really Kerouac’s, but is given to Cody in the novelizing process. This passage, coming as 
it does immediately after an extended analyses of comic strips, implicitly associates the floor 
tiles—these little squares surrounded by borders—with comic-strip panels, those bordered 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 The words in square brackets were added by hand. Box 31, folder 1, Kerouac Archive, Berg, NYPL. In 
the published Visions of Cody, this passage is on p. 53.  
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squares that much of comics scholarship refers to as “boxes of time.”48 The importance of this au 
ras du sol epiphany is emphasized later in the novel when the narrator refers back to it as “the 
vision that I re-discovered my soul with” during a moment when he recognizes the “same 
mosaics as the barbershop in which I had visions of Cody staring” (VoC 98). That the novel’s 
very title is part of this reflection on the mosaic tiles again underscores the primacy of the vision. 
Pushed to its conceptual limits, Kerouac’s project is nothing less than a juggernaut wee 
“microcosmic encyclopedia the complete history of every person that ever lived as far back as 
the beginning.”49 In this way, Kerouac’s “maximalist” method clearly prefigures the 
“encyclopedic” tendency of the postwar American novel.50 
Part of what I find particularly salient in Kerouac’s image of these encyclopedic tiles is 
that it is tied to the notion of archiving technologies. Beyond the notebook, Kerouac also 
parenthetically reminds himself of his desire to purchase a tape recorder and, tellingly, again 
slips in an allusion to Proust and novelistic practice:  
(do need a recorder, will buy one . . . then I could keep the most complete record in the 
world which in itself could be divided into twenty massive and pretty interesting volumes 
of tapes describing activities everywhere and excitements and thoughts of mad valuable 
me and it would really have a shape but a crazy big shape yet just as logical as a novel by 
Proust” (VoC 99) 
 
Kerouac wishes for a modern technology that can “keep the most complete record in the world” 
and take on a “crazy big shape.” Even though he can “talk about these things with guys,” for 
Kerouac “the main thing I suppose will be this lifelong monologue which has begun in my 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Hillary Chute and Marianne DeKoven, “Introduction: Graphic Narrative,” MFS Modern Fiction Studies, 
Volume 52 number 4 (Winter 2006), 769. 
49 Kerouac enacts a similar undertaking as the “tiles” encyclopedia earlier in the novel, only this time 
through the history of a seat, not a barbershop floor. Sitting in another diner, having “hipster soup” and observing all 
as usual—“doomed to these universal watchfulnesses” (32) as he puts it—, he sees a man leave a seat and then an 
attractive woman refill it “exactly in his place without knowing who was there before, the poor lost history of it” 
(31). The histories of seats, of all the asses they have seen up close, becomes a passing project in his mind. 
50 For more on the “maximalist” novel, see Stephano Ercolino, “The Maximalist Novel,” Comparative 
Literature, Vol. 64, No. 3, Summer 2012. 	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mind—lifelong complete contemplation” not from a “Proust-bed” but “on foot, and in these little 
crepesole shoes” (VoC 99-100). Unlike Proust, Kerouac intends to do his writing-recording on 
the run, but in an as exhaustive a manner: “ALL of it or give up completely” (VoC 100).  
And indeed, he excitedly warns his readers to “wait till tape recorder!” (VoC 108), 
Section 3 of the novel introduces us to “Frisco: The Tape,” where the book takes the form of 
transcripts of recorded conversations. After roughly 150 pages of transcription, a new section 
begins entitled, “Imitation of the Tape.” It is here that the emphasis on “shape,” or form, takes on 
added importance. “Imitation of the Tape” enacts the wrestling with form Kerouac has 
undertaken since his breakthrough with the “modern spontaneous method.” It must be a 
recording of “ALL of it” yet also of the “lifelong monologue” in Kerouac’s mind. The result is a 
mish mash of all techniques previously used in the novel—short vignettes or a series of visions 
(Kerouac’s “file cards” in the rolodex of his mind), stream-of-consciousness rants, recollections, 
correspondence, audio tape transcripts, drawings, poetry, lists—with alternating velocity of 
change and metamorphosis, enacting the process of being “on the run” in Kerouac’s mind during 
the composition process. The result is exactly what Kerouac set out to do: “a crazy big shape yet 
just as logical as a novel by Proust.” Taken as a whole, Visions of Cody thus embodies—both at 
the level of content and form—the archival impetus of Kerouac’s craft.  
Indeed, his journal records his vocational desire with even more verve, associating it with 
candor and, tellingly, culminates in an exasperated self-order in French:  
Goddamit I want to use the Proustian method of recollection and amazement but as I go 
along in life, not after, so therefore why don’t I allow myself to write about Neal and 
using his real name in my own private scribble book for my own joy?—doesn’t my own 
work & joy belong to me anymore? IF I DON’T DO THIS, I LIE—Tonite’s “work” 
consisted of nothing but expositions about “Dean” for the “reader”—ASSEZ, maudit 




[“ENOUGH, goddam Baptism Christ—if you’re gonna be a writer start tonite or never 
start!!”]51 
 
Through the above entry, we see how intermingled all these concerns are for Kerouac; first, the 
association between the tape recorder and the physical, embodied “shape” of the recordings 
underpins the logic behind the very archival form of Visions of Cody itself. Second, the diary 
entry adds the all-important layer of “candor”—that Beat confessional compulsion—to his 
archive, and the sudden French cry shows how entangled Kerouac’s mother tongue is to his goals 
as a revolutionary new kind of writer.52 
“A Skeletonized Thing” 
 
In his preface to Visions of Cody, Kerouac announces how he sought to fuse content and 
form with this novel: “I wanted to put my hand to an enormous paean which would unite my 
vision of America with words spilled out in the modern spontaneous method.” Yet beyond being 
the most realized example of the spontaneous method as novelistic practice, I propose that the 
text is unique in Kerouac’s bibliography as the one that also illustrates the conceptual origins of 
the method.53 Remarkably, Kerouac is doing his own “genetic criticism” with Visions of Cody, 
just as with Satori in Paris he tries to find his genetic ancestry. Put simply, genetic criticism is 
the study of the life of texts, tracing their development and changes during the creative process 
and during a writer’s career, through archival evidence like drafts, notes, diary entries, letters, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 Kerouac, November 17, 1951 entry, “1951 / Journals / More Notes.” Box 55, Folder 6, Kerouac Archive, 
Berg, NYPL. “Baptism Christ” should be understood to mean something like “son of a bitch” of “fucking hell.” 
52 Candor and French are just as entangled: a few months earlier in the same journal, Kerouac once again 
rages against lies and writes the following confession: “It’s all a lie, a lie, a lie, a fucking lie. J'ai mentri.” “J’ai 
mentri” is French for “I have lied,” or “I have told a lie.” In joual, “menterie” is more commonly used than the usual 
“mensonge.” Kerouac, August 28, 1951 entry, “1951 / Journals / More Notes.” Box 55, Folder 6, Kerouac Archive, 
Berg, NYPL. 
53 Tim Hunt’s extensive study expertly shows the development of Kerouac’s method through examples 
from Visions of Cody and other works, but does not address that it thematically self-diagnoses it’s own formal 
origins. See Tim Hunt, Kerouac’s Crooked Road: Development of a Fiction (Hamden: Archon Books, 1981). 
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and revisions. Visions of Cody contains all of these—and more—and its thematic dedication to 
the primacy of narrative beginnings heralds a sustained self-analysis of novelistic craft.54 
The ubiquitous obsession to isolate narrative beginnings extends to the characters 
populating the novel—notably Cody—and is perhaps best represented through the “waist-high” 
wall episode.55 In a particularly intense section of “The Tape,” Jack interrogates Cody about a 
“waist high and painted-up-all-green” wall in an L.A. parking lot on Main Street. Jack is 
intrigued by the fact that Cody “made such a big situation about it being waist high.” Cody’s 
answer, that “that’s almost impossible to answer, it’s one of those things,” only adds to the 
mystery concealed behind this wall. We learn that “it was a big thing” because Cody often “came 
and peeked over it” (VoC 220). As it turns out, this parking lot is where Cody learned how to 
park cars and perfected his famous driving skills. From there, he’d “steal cars every night,” and 
eventually “stole at least five hundred automobiles and more than that probably” (VoC 222). A 
few digressions later, the conversation returns to the topic of the wall, this time when Cody’s 
wife Evelyn is present. Cody tells his rapt audience that he would often spend time “looking over 
this wall,” and suddenly remembers that “ah, the wall, the wall that Jack speaks of is not only the 
wall that, ah, the night that I escaped and made my way about forty miles after a day or two…” 
but is also where he “used to arm-rassle with somebody there I’ve forgotten who but we’d get on 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 A representative, small-scale example of this genetic attention can be seen in the letter Jack sends to 
Cody that concludes the novel’s first section. This letter contains a hilarious Steinian genesis of a single sentence, 
expressed in its very composition, complete with early mistakes recorded and made to become part of the expanding 
thought-sentence, one modeled on the way Cody speaks: 
…of course Josephine wants to cuk 7 Fuck (what mistakes dear me cuk 7 Fuck would be SOME FUCK) 
and I was saying she wants to fuck and fuck (fuck and fuck I meant to write but didn’t capitalize the 7) she 
wanted to fuck and fuck or that is fuck and fuck and has or rather has been doing so (all this in imitation of 
you, you fool) and or rather doing so, Oh for goodness sakes, here is the sentence, Josephine wants to fuck 
and fuck and has been doing so with Irwin and me regular as pie and spent 4 days with me giving skull and 
getting skull… (VoC 38) 
What occurs here at the sentence level, to a certain extent occurs at the novelistic level in Visions of Cody. 
55 Kerouac even narrates the origin of a spit, rejected and forgotten upon release, except for he, the witness. 
(VoC p.65).  
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each side of the wall there, and arm-rassle. Well, other than that the wall never had much, ah, in 
my mind, except, ah, I used to bang cars into it you know all day long (laughing wearily), part of 
my job, but there was no . . . was a common brick wall . . .” (VoC 228). Since this wall seems, to 
say the least, mysteriously insignificant for Cody, Evelyn is intrigued by Jack’s interest in it, and 
formulates the all-important question: “What’s the wall, how did it begin?” Cody replies, “Oh I 
just happened to mention the wall. He was in L.A. and he happened to see it.” But Jack’s 
response tells a different story entirely: “I went over there and I deliberately looked at it” (VoC 
228). Cody is taken aback, “Oh I see (then laughs)” but the revelation of Jack’s pilgrimage to 
that (un)holy lot, the bestowing of importance to what is a formative site for the young man, 
seems to trigger a flood of new memories in Cody associated with that wall, and he launches into 
yet another series of adventures that share this wall at their epicenter (note here that the act of 
recording, as above, is that which allows for the memoried—archived—past to return to life). 
 For Jack, the lot—and more specifically that waist-high wall—is the site of Cody’s birth 
as Cody; the “place of absolute commencement” as the mythologized modern-day American 
cowboy hero of the road in Jack’s imagination. Jack deliberately travels to L.A. with the express 
purpose of observing that originary wall; the wall represents an origin for Cody, and thus a clue 
to the mystery that he as American represents. The pilgrimage undertaken by Kerouac widens 
our usual notions of archival research into an embodied practice involving different types of 
vagabondage outside the reading room (just as today many of his readers visit where Kerouac 
lived and wrote). This extended novelistic moment also helps us understand why Kerouac is so 
careful and comprehensive in describing “rubbish” littering and decorating the world of men; the 
detritus of civilization may actually hold a clue to the mystery of life, of consciousness, of the 
nation. It is an archival argument.  
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Kerouac seeks to get to the bottom of Cody because the latter is also the source of his 
spontaneous prose method. As the famous story goes, Kerouac “got the idea for the spontaneous 
style of On the Road from seeing how good old Neal Cassady wrote his letters to me, all first 
person, fast, mad, confessional, completely serious, all detailed…” The “main letter” that 
changed everything “was 40,000 words long, mind you, a whole short novel. It was the greatest 
piece of writing I ever saw…”56 However, Kerouac also points out that this style first developed 
through their dialogue: “We also did so much fast talking between the two of us, on tape 
recorders… and listened to them so much, we both got the secret of LINGO in telling a tale…”57 
It is indeed during their recorded dialogues as transcribed in Visions of Cody that Kerouac, I 
argue, provides the inception of the method, with Cody as its originary theorizer.   
While in the midst of telling outrageous stories involving a movable mattress, Cody 
remembers—his own tremendous recall is painstakingly exposed throughout the tape 
transcript—that he has already told some of these stories, and this realization leads him to a 
deconstructive—“skeletonized”—insight into the nature of narrative that has a profound impact 
on Jack. Cody recognizes that he was never “actually” telling the “story about the bed,” but that 
what he was saying was in fact: 
a recalling of me having either told about or thought about the bed concretely before, see, 
so therefore I, all I did now was re—go back to that memory and bring up a little rehash 
of, ah, pertinent things, as far as I can remember, in little structure line, a skeletonized 
thing of the—what I thought earlier, and that’s what one does you know, you know when 
you go back and remember about a thinking that you clearly thought out and went around 
before, you know what I’m saying, the second or third or fourth time you tell about it or 
say anything like that why it comes out different and it becomes more and more modified 
until it becomes any little thing you say… (VoC 145) 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 Kerouac, Paris Review interview with Ted Berrigan, 1967. Conversations with Jack Kerouac. Ed. Kevin 
J. Hayes (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2005), 54. Sadly, this letter has been lost.  
57 Ibid., 55. 
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During this same brilliant rant, Cody tellingly goes on to use the word that Kerouac would use to 
christen his method, telling Jack that once the “first time” has been narrativized, “then there’s no 
more spontaneous, there’s no more, . . . first happenings anymore…” (VoC 145). Herein lies the 
kernel of Kerouac’s need to develop what he called the “spontaneous method”; the immediate 
recording of the story, the first telling/happening, rather than the “different” and “modified” 
“rehash” that comes from multiple tellings. Each telling is different, and each telling adds an 
additional “structure line” to the recalled memories. Rephrasing the insight more pithily, Cody 
concludes that the retelling of stories constitute “a mo-difi-cation” of the “skeletonized form of 
one of the things I happened to remember” (VoC 146). 
At the same time, although Kerouac was as spontaneous as it gets in his countless 
notebooks—and tape recordings of course—his literary output is also a series of revisions and re-
emplotments of the same story, namely his own. Understood according to the scheme outlined by 
Cody above, the published On the Road is the “third or fourth” rehash of the series of road trips 
Jack and Neal undertook between 1947 and 1949, whereas Visions of Cody—composed before, 
during, and after the 1951 original “scroll” of On the Road—is Kerouac’s attempt at presenting 
that “skeletonized thing;” in other words, the one closest to the source-notebooks, unburdened by 
the post-flourishes of revision, and filled with “raw” material like drawings, letters, actual audio 
recordings, and so on. Now he wants us to see the skeleton.  
 Underscoring the primacy of this narrative insight is that Cody keeps returning to it in 
different recording sessions. Its most prominent return occurs during Cody’s reflections on the 
merits of the Philosopher vs. those of the Poet, and the time and journey it took him to realize 
that the “poet is much more important than the philosopher.” He came to this conclusion, he 
says, after first sensing the “skeletonized form,” which led him to extend “the limits of my 
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thoughts in every direction” (VoC 215). The problem with retellings is that, in the end, “you’ve 
got it all formulated,” and, 
so pretty soon, especially if it’s a thought, not a happening, but a thought, so you have to 
go through a thought again and again pretty soon it becomes an abstraction of the thought 
and you still follow the form and structure of it but you just say “Well so this happened 
and that happened,” and it becomes just a dry, drab nothing, you see? It’s not like it was 
at first. (VoC 216) 
 
Aside from being a frighteningly accurate description of what happens during the writing of a 
dissertation, Cody’s elaboration of the increasingly formulaic structure that comes with each 
telling continues to serve as the underlying logic behind spontaneous prose. Indeed, Cody again 
broaches the issue of spontaneity:  
I told this story before but I mean, it’s what I’m talking about when you tell the same 
thing over then you just, ah, say the words as they come to your mind that you’ve already 
thought about before and so there’s nothing—you’re not pleased by it, no one else is, but 
the fact is, there’s no, ah, spontaneity, or anything, there’s no, ah, pleasure, you see, 
because you’re—you’re just rehashing old subjects, see? (VoC 232) 
 
And yet, as I hope I’m making clear by tracing Cody’s repeated attempts to bring up this same 
thought, in trying to emphasize this insight’s importance through repetition he is simultaneously 
in danger of turning it into “a dry, drab nothing” by enacting what he warns against. The “Tape” 
section becomes a performative contradiction: it’s almost as if the insight and the impossibility 
of heeding its message cannot be disentangled. The art of the “modern spontaneous method” will 
lie in the careful balancing act between the ability to retain the raw energy and excitement of a 
first telling through the refining of craft that takes places through revisions (“rehashing of old 
subjects”).  
As I hinted earlier, the saving grace of Kerouac’s novelistic practice—the value of 
spontaneity—is his ability to conjure up the “brand new” within the “old” file cards of his mind, 
thereby paradoxically revisiting the past for the first time, each time.  It is a manifestation of 
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“l’impatience absolue d’un désir de mémoire,” as Derrida puts it.58 In Derridian terms, the 
“skeletonized thing” is akin to what he calls the “impossible archeology of this nostalgia,” the 
attempt to regain the first skeletal telling; “spontaneous prose” is precisely motivated by “this 
painful desire for a return to the authentic and the singular origin,” and the entire narrative 
structure built around the Duluoz Legend is the raw exposure, like an open wound, of the need 
“for a return concerned to account for the desire to return: for itself.”59 This is what the Duluoz 
Legend ultimately cries out at the reader: it is this archival “account,” inscribed in lead, ink, and 
alcohol. 
However, the “skeletonized thing” is not easily won and, as I cited earlier, Kerouac 
himself numbers such “moments of complete inspiration… probably below five” (VoC 27). The 
threat of the alternative “dry, drab nothing” is nihilism rearing its ugly head at the root, the 
skeleton of narrative: “things, remembrances, the machinic of recall and rehash, communication 
and closeness and all that foldebawble—” (VoC 389). Once a story has been repeated so many 
times, it runs the risk of losing its organic dynamism, just as, Kerouac notes, the Three Stooges 
who have “been at it for so many years in a thousand climactic efforts . . . and worked out every 
refinement of bopping” that now “they are finally bopping mechanically” (VoC 305). As 
Kerouac is dedicated to sharing the creative act with the reader, his self-doubts also come to the 
surface; realizing that he’s covered this narrative ground before, he suddenly declares “it appears 
I’m tired of telling over and over again about Cody’s history in Denver when everybody 
including me knows it” (VoC 345). Further, when he is stuck in Mexico at the dead end of the 
last trip, Jack is sick, exhausted and feels “powerless in front of such loneliness and imprisoned 
despair” that the task of retelling will bring. At the thought of the return trip, he asks, “All that 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 From the foreword to the French re-edition of Mal d’archive, “Prière d’insérer,” 3. 
59 Derrida, Archive Fever, 85.  
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again?” The repetition is oppressive, yet the recording act that demands the narrativizing of 
events is nevertheless necessary to his “joy” and his writerly vocation. 
Caught in this paradox and faced with the challenge of finding the voice that can 
reconcile spontaneity with repetition, the narrator gears himself up again for a final narrative 
push aimed at capturing the right “skeletonized form” of the story. His first gesture is to break 
with the written word through “an ABSTRACT drawing” (Fig. 2): 
                   (VoC 337)60 
 
The multidirectionality of the lines symbolically stand for the frenetic paths taken by both the 
characters on the road and the skeletonized narrative threads of the Duluoz Legend itself. 
Immediately after the drawing, the voice orders itself to “put the quietus on the road—give it the 
final furbishoos and finishes.” Giving epic and mythic import to his tale, like the opening of 
Homer’s Iliad, he implores the divinity for assistance, “God, please direct me in this—The 
telling of voyages again, for the very beginning; that is, immediately after this. The Voyages are 
told each in one breath, as is your own, to foreshadow that or this rearshadows that, one!” (VoC 
337). Herein lies one of the most powerful and inspired formulations in all of Kerouac: “one 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 60 In combing through the original typescript to Visions of Cody, I realized that the published version 
presents the drawing upside down. I have taken the liberty of putting it in its intended order above as I believe the 
order at which the reader was meant to see and analyze the drawing was important to Kerouac (he was a printer’s 
son after all, and learned about layout from an early age). The drawing was made on one of Kerouac's notebooks, 
cut out of it, and scotch-taped onto the typescript page (p. 467). Box 31, Folder 1, Kerouac Archive, Berg, NYPL.  
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breath” will encompass both future (foreshadow) and past (rearshadow), both from the 
beginning, yet also “after”; a first telling “again.” As Gerald Nicosia suggests, this moment 
announces how “the last section of the book will lead back into the beginning just as the last 
words of Finnegans Wake connect with the opening sentence, completing a circle.”61 
Yet the shape being drawn here is not the perfect simple circle Nicosia suggests; by also 
bifurcating to the first sentence of On the Road, the path taken will resemble more that 
“ABSTRACT DRAWING” (which, though not a circle, does circulate). After this mystical 
incantation,62 the reader suddenly encounters the familiar sentence structure that opens On the 
Road, the skeletal structure of the Voyage’s beginning: “I first met Cody in 1947 but I didn’t 
travel on the road with him till 1948…” (VoC 338). In the 1957 published On the Road, the first 
sentence reads: “I first met Dean not long after my wife and I split up.”63 And the original scroll, 
from January 1951, reads: “I first met Neal not long after my father died…”64 Amazingly, in a 
story he wrote in joual on September 10th, 1951, he also reproduced an approximation of its 
equivalent: “Alors, la première foi que j’lai rencontrez c’etait à New York a la fin de l’année 
1946. En ce temps là j’etait malade.”65 [“So the first time I met him was in New York at the end 
of the year 1946. At that time I was sick.”] Even in French, this particular way of launching the 
narrative seems necessary; in other words, this is the skeletonized form that Kerouac keeps 
returning to before adding the “furbishoos and finishes” to the tale. Much of what remains to be 
told to the reader at this stage in Visions of Cody constitutes the same events covered in On the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Nicosia, Memory Babe, 377-378. 
 62 In the published edition, half the page is left blank after the incantation; one must turn the page to get to 
the next section, but the original typescript there is only the usual one-line spacing indicative of a new sketch or 
insert, before the next sentence. See p. 467 of Typescript, Kerouac Archive, Box 31, Folder 1. Berg, NYPL. 
63 Jack Kerouac, On the Road [1957] (New York: Penguin Books, 1976), 3. From now on, cited 
parenthetically in text as OtR. 
64 Jack Kerouac, On the Road: The Original Scroll (New York: Viking, 2007), 109. 
65 Holograph fragment, untitled. (Begins: “L'ouvrage de ma vie . . .”). September 10, 1951. Kerouac 
Archive, Box 16, envelope 16, Berg, NYPL.  
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Road, the latter becoming a stretch of prose covered by both novels, and whose end gives birth 
the “brand new” retelling of the former. Indeed, On the Road concludes with “I think of Dean 
Moriarty, I even think of Old Dean Moriarty the father we never found, I think of Dean 
Moriarty” (OtR 310) and Visions of Cody’s third opening vignette begins with “IN THE 
AUTUMN OF 1951 I began thinking of Cody Pomeray, thinking of Cody Pomeray” (VoC 5).66  
Kerouac has already enacted this “beginning again” aspect of storytelling, in effect 
littering his novel with repetitions through revisions. At this point in the novel, as Nicosia 
suggests, “Kerouac has already prepared us to realize that retelling a story is never a matter of 
simple repetition.”67 Moreover, these multiple retellings also entail a process of revision, despite 
Kerouac’s cry for “no revisions” in his “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose.”68 In Visions of Cody’s 
own display of genetic criticism, the narrator openly admits that the overflow of language 
spontaneously pouring out of him will later require recrafting: “enough, let us sleep now, let us 
ascertain, in the morning, if there is a way of abstracting the interesting paragraphs of material in 
all this running consciousness stream that can be used as the progressing lighting chapters of a 
great essay about the wonders of the world as it continually flashes up in retrospect” (VoC 258). 
Recall that the “file cards” of Kerouac’s mind are shuffled “in demented hallucinated sleep” 
(VoC 15). 
Kerouac does not only retell the same story in different novels, but goes so far as to 
narrate the same event over again in close succession in Visions of Cody, separating both 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Another feature of this cyclicality between the two novels is the fact that at the very end of On the Road, 
Sal Paradise’s future wife is “making hot chocolate” (OtR 306) and very early in Visions of Cody, as I established 
above, he confirms that “hot chocolate delicious”.   
67 Nicosia, 378.  
68 Jack Kerouac, “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose,” Good Blonde & Others. Ed. Donald Allen (San 
Francisco: Grey Fox Press, 1996), 70.   
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attempts with a sudden and simple, “But I’ll start again” (VoC 73).69 At this particular dramatic 
juncture, he hints that the narrative form had to become repetitive in order to remain faithful to 
the specific lived moment being described: “you had to look twice,” he says, to really see this girl 
he just met. Fittingly enough, “you had to look twice” is narrated twice (VoC 72, 74); once for 
each version separated by the “But I’ll start again.” These moments serve to emphasize the layers 
of fiction that any narrativizing of recorded events embodies, and enact on the micro level what 
the Duluoz Legend as a whole is achieving over the course of his lifetime.  
On the Road’s lyrical final pages reproduce random moments from the longer Visions of 
Cody. For instance, in the latter he writes, “I come from a land where they let the children cry, 
that’s a pooty good land, valued at ten shares an acre, if you can’t boogie, but, and trying to 
return, origin…” (VoC 263). In On the Road, he writes, “and in Iowa I know by now the children 
must be crying in the land where they let the children cry, and tonight the stars’ll be out, and 
don’t you know God is Pooh Bear?” (OtR 309). Both times, America is the land where children 
cry and “pooty good” seems to phonetically transform into “God is Pooh Bear” (the latter was 
only added to the 1957 version, so was absent from the scroll).  
Another, more complex retelling involves one of the most rhythmically pleasing passages 
ever composed by Kerouac:  
 At the junction of the state line of Colorado, its arid western one, and the state line 
of poor Utah I saw in the clouds huge and massed above the fiery golden desert of 
eveningfall the great image of God with forefinger pointed straight at me through halos 
and rolls and gold folds that were like the existence of the gleaming spear in His right 
hand, and sayeth, Go thou across the ground; go moan for man; go moan, go groan, go 
groan alone go roll your bones, alone; go thou and be little beneath my sight; go thou, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 69 Strangely but appropriately, in the original typescript, this sentence is written in pencil, but it is in perfect 
typewriter typeset, almost as if Kerouac was tracing over the typed words over again with a pencil (writing it twice? 
superimposing?). The words also appear to be over a section of the paper that was once erased (i.e. there is that 




and be minute and as seed in the pod, but the pod the pit, world a Pod, universe a Pit; go 
thou, go thou, die hence; and of Cody report you well and truly. (VoC 295) 
 
Here, the narrator is, like the Blues Brothers, on a mission from God, tasked with reporting on 
Cody. The importance of this road vision and mission is given divine connotations. In contrast, 
in On the Road, the above seems split into two distinct moments. The first retains the geographic 
location of the epiphany: “As we crossed the Colorado-Utah border I saw God in the sky in the 
form of huge gold sunburning clouds above the desert that seemed to point a finger at me and 
say, “Pass here and go on, you’re on the road to heaven” (OtR 182). The other, the holy mission, 
is reserved for the very end of the last trip: 
 In the fall I myself started back home from Mexico City and one night just over 
Laredo border in Dilley, Texas, I was standing on the hot road […] when I heard the 
sound of footsteps from the darkness beyond, and lo, a tall old man with flowing white 
hair came clomping by with a pack on his back, and when he saw me as he passed, he 
said, “Go moan for man” (OtR 306)70 
 
These retellings are not atypical or anomalous; they are part of the rich archive that binds the 
Duluoz Legend together in that “crazy big shape.” In fact, in his June 28 entry of his 1949 Road 
Log, what seems like the earliest iteration of the above appears as a short poem entitled, 
interestingly enough, “The Skeleton’s Rejection,” written like so: 
Roll your own bones, 
       go moan alone— 
Go, go, roll your own bones, 
       alone. 
Bother me no more.71 
 
Here in the archived notebook, then, are some of the literal bones of the eponymous 
“skeletonized” form of that great passage. But if Cody’s narrative insight into the “skeletonized 
thing” is the origin of spontaneous poetics, and Cody’s origin as the archetypal new postwar 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 Another hint that, for Kerouac, the two (three?) moments are indistinguishable is that he read the Visions 
of Cody version on the Steve Allen Show yet pretended he was reading from On the Road.  
 71 Kerouac Archive, Box 55, Folder 2, “1949 Journal.” Road Log, April 27, 1949 - July 24, 1950. Berg, 
NYPL. He also writes, in the same entry, “All we do is moan alone.” 
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American hero began at that “waist-high wall,” where is the “place of absolute commencement” 
for Kerouac’s own lifetime recording project? As I suggested in my introduction, that sacred site 
was a humble little green desk. 
Allen Ginsberg suggests that Visions of Cody fills in and rounds out “many lacunae & 
unfinished explanations & facts of On the Road,” but in a way, every installment of the Duluoz 
Legend contributes to this overall tapestry that eventually leads to all explanations. A thread 
uniting so many of Kerouac’s novels are allusions to his childhood desk. When the Visions of 
Cody narrator recalls what he repeatedly calls that “first desk,” he notes how “the furniture still 
had chalkmarks under made by me and Nin and Gerard” [his sister and brother]. “I rolled my 
glassies for the first time on the jagged wood of that desk,” he cryptically reveals, “it was when I 
got idea for racing. . . the whole idea of the Turf” (VoC 27). What are these glassies? What 
races? What is the Turf? Dr. Sax fleshes this skeleton out.  
In Dr. Sax, Kerouac reveals that the first desk is the archival site of origin of his lifelong 
recording project. The “first official day of racing” (of the Turf game),” he writes, came when 
school was out due to the weather, and on that day, “way back in the beginning,” Kerouac began 
to “keep a history of myself”72 upon this desk. This history is inseparable from the playful racing 
he made his marbles (“glassies”) perform, and announces the theme of velocity and restlessness 
into his life. The “racing” would involve a set of differently-sized and colored marbles standing 
in for horses, each with its own unique name like “Don Pablo,” “Flying Ebony,” “Time Supply,” 
“Mohican Futurity,” or even the ironically-named “Repulsion.”73 Using an inclined plank, young 
Ti Jean would let the marbles roll—race—down to determine the winners. This was a 
tremendously elaborate operation for a child of his age: after each race, Kerouac meticulously 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 Jack Kerouac, Dr. Sax (New York: Grove Press, 1960), 88.  
73 Ibid., 88-90. “Repulsion” was so christened because of young Kerouac’s lack of proper understanding of 
English. He mistakenly associated that word with the phonetically-similar “propulsion.” 
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recorded the order in which the marbles came in and would then dig “back into earlier records of 
my antiquity for background material for the little newspaper story announcing the race.” These 
newspapers would be “printed by hand on gloomy gray-green sheets of Time”74—many of which 
are now kept in his papers at the Berg—and as reprinted in Dr. Sax, “would have headlines”: 
       (Fig. 3)75 
 
The name of the “owner and jockey,” “Jack Lewis,” is a phonetic anglicization of his first name, 
Jean-Louis; Kerouac used that name for most of his Turf newspapers—“straight from the Jack 
Lewis Turf Bureau!”76 With the help of his father’s printing shop—providing him with all the 
supplies while also instilling his early love for the printed record—Kerouac would distribute 
these “news” items to his circle of friends and discuss the events described within as seriously as 
anything in their lives. As he amazingly reveals in a 1951 journal: “the histories of my boyhood 
marbles were determined by the pure race down the incline (and duly, seriously, recorded). They 
were marbles and their function was to roll, in my case, to roll in races; now the marbles will be 
characters, their function “becoming the sum of their misfortunes,” the sum of which I will have 
to determine by pure chance, the shuffling of the deck of fate.”77 The races are nothing less than 
the origin of his future novelistic project and of his personal archive. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 Ibid., 89. 
75 Ibid., 90.  
76 Many of Kerouac’s original “Turf” newspapers are housed in the Berg and are fantastic to behold. 	  	  
77 Holograph notebook "1951 / Journals / More Notes." August 28, 1951 - November 25, 1951. Kerouac 
Archive, Box 56, envelope 6, Berg, NYPL.  
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 In Dr. Sax, Kerouac takes the opportunity to recall the desk and its chalkmarks in even 
more detail: “On my little green desk,” he writes, “the papers are all spread, my pencil, my 
editorial desk running the Turf.” The language he uses to describe the desk here is 
simultaneously archival and haunting: “On the back of that desk still were the chalkmarks Gerard 
had made when he was alive in the green desk—this desk rattled in my dreams because of 
Gerard’s ghost in it.”78 The desk entraps the specter of his dead brother and the “history of 
myself” he had begun to write.  
When digging deeper into Kerouac, into that childhood desk that hardly ever heard of 
word of English, what one always ends up finding is “French-Canadianness.” And indeed, in one 
of his most realized French joual stories, he also recalled this originary desk:  
Quand j’etait un petit enfant, et mon père m’appelait Ti-Michel, Ti-Pousse, Tourlipi, Ti-
Pette, et ma mère m’appelait Ti-Choux, j’pense que j’savait que-est ‘etait pour arrivé. 
J’avais toujour peur que mon pere et me mere mourait. Dans ma chambre le soir assi a 
mon ti-desk vert avec mes tit-games d’enfance, j’regardas dehor du chausi avec la peur 
d’etre tu-seul un bon jour dans cette universe abominable.79 
 
[When I was a small child, and my father called me Lil’-Michael, Lil’-Thumb, Tourlipi, 
Lil’-Fart, and my mother called me Lil’-Cabbage, I think I knew what was gonna happen. 
I was always scared that my pa or my ma would die. In my room in the evening sitting at 
my lil’ green desk with my lil’ childhood games, I’d look out the window with the fear of 
being all alone one day in this abominable universe.] 
 
Later in the same story, when the narrator’s family moves to New Haven, they are forced to put 
their meager belongings in storage because they are unable to find an apartment they can afford. 
As the movers empty the truck, he writes: “Mais quand j’ai vue mon peuvre petit desk vert 
poussez dans un coin avec les autres choses dans leurs poussières (sur le dos de cette desk y'ava 
encore les chalkmarks de mon frère mort quinze ans).” [“But when I saw my poor little green 
desk being pushed in a corner with the other things drenched in their dust (on the back of this 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Ibid., 92.   
79 Holograph draft novella “La Nuit Est Ma Femme - Winter/Spring 1951.” (Alternate title: Les Travaux de 
Michel Bretagne.” Kerouac Archive, Box 15, Folder 20, Berg, NYPL.  
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desk there were still the chalkmarks that my brother had done, now fifteen years dead)”]. It is 
clearly the same desk, as the “chalkmarks” confirm. In the French text, the desk becomes a 
reminder of death, first his father’s then his own in the New Haven scene. All allusions 
combined, they are the concentrated site of the Eros vs. Thanatos battle Kerouac waged his entire 
life. In the next section, I will demonstrate how the “absolute commencement” of Kerouac’s mal 
d’archive always leads to his French Canadian background. In the man’s own words: “All my 
knowledge rests in my “French-Canadianness”.”80  
“A Tool Lately Found” 
The exuberant final and large section of the Visions of Cody—“Imitation of the Tape”—
opens with the Steinian, capitalized word: “COMPOSITION” (VoC 249), and launches into a 
flow of language and sounds cascading down onto the page at incredible speed. The reader is 
given practically no bearings with which to apprehend the possible meaning, although flashes of 
signification do shine forth along the way. In the appendix, Ginsberg asks an important question 
about this section: “How does this differ from gibberish?” and answers simply, “It’s Kerouac’s 
gibberish, Kerouackishly inspired, full of gemmy little fragments of Literature.” He adds that this 
truly marks the birth of spontaneous prose, the moment when Kerouac “let his mind loose. The 
resulting book is full of charming sounds & jokes, he didn’t think he was Finnegan’s wake; but 
some American Mouther Fucker” (VoC 414). Although I do agree with Ginsberg that the section 
is “full of charming sounds & jokes,” I am not as quick to dismiss the allusion to Joyce’s 
polyphonic and multilingual Finnegans Wake. Kerouac himself alludes to the Wake in Satori in 
Paris, in his journals and letters, and suffuses the final section of Visions of Cody with hidden 
and overt French sounds and phrases. I propose that what Ginsberg calls “Kerouac’s gibberish” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 Selected Letters, 228.   
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is in fact encoded French phrases being written phonetically through English words or syllables, 
along with some onomatopoeia.  
 At the end of 1950, after the release of his first novel, Kerouac was poised to enter one of 
his most prodigiously productive writing periods. He left for Mexico and, in January of 1951, 
wrote the scroll of On the Road, produced large sections of Visions of Cody, Dr. Sax, and 
miscellaneous other writings including extensive road logs and letters. In one of these Mexico 
letters, sent to Neal Cassady on January 3, Kerouac recounts an anecdote from his Lowell 
childhood and declares the centrality of his ethnic background.81 He tells Neal of how his mother 
once took him to another French Canadian home where many women were gathered, sewing 
together. There, in front of everyone and without warning, his mother began picking “worms” 
from his asshole. He is telling Neal these things not just for laughs, he explains, but “to introduce 
at this point a theme in my French-Canadian knowledge of the world.”82 For Kerouac, this 
childhood scene is something like the portrait of the “minority” world in which he grew up. He 
adds to Neal that “this knowledge of them [French Canadian women] has affected my thinking 
and my decisions about life.”83 Six days later, in another letter to Cassady, he continues to 
explore his ethnic upbringing: “I want to get on and tell you about all the real fleshly wonderful 
people and things of my childhood in Lowell and how it lives in my brain and how it will be the 
only knowledge of the world I can ever have.”84 During this productive time, the inescapably 
formative impact of his French-Canadian identity becomes the dominant theme of Kerouac’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 Being in Mexico and surrounded by Spanish-speaking people, it seems counter-intuitive that he would 
choose this location to explore his French-Canadian roots. Yet Kerouac, perhaps due to his pervasive “French-
Canadian knowledge of the world,” seems to have read Mexico only through this lens, something his friend William 
Burroughs sensed and tried to correct in a letter to Jack from May 1951 in which, as Ann Charters explains, 
Burroughs felt “that Jack’s letters [to Burroughs] reflected ‘some staggering misconceptions on the subject of 
Mexico… Mexico is not simple or gay or idyllic. It is nothing like a French Canadian naborhood. […] don’t expect 
to find anything like Lowell down here” (Selected Letters 319). 
82 Selected Letters, 269.  
83 Ibid.  
84 Ibid., 292.   
291 
	  
letters, as he tries to come to grips with his core self. All narrative beginnings in Kerouac’s grand 
“history of myself,” then, converge upon his French-Canadian provenance. 
A few months earlier, Kerouac had read Yvonne Le Maître’s review of his first novel, 
The Town and the City, and was profoundly moved by it. The review, which he “read and reread 
in Mexico City,”85 seems to have acted as a trigger for the French-Canadian soul-searching that 
had gripped Kerouac. In her review for Le Travailleur, a local French newspaper in Worcester, 
Mass., Le Maître discerned a “curious ancestral lacuna” in young Kerouac’s first novel.86 She 
admires the novel, yet puts Kerouac to task for having failed to “speak even once of the old 
blood from which this tree has drawn life and vigor,” and thus to have cowardly hidden his 
“ethnic affiliation.” Since the French Canadian communities of New England had a strong 
network, Le Maître had heard of the Kerouacs, and reminds Jack (here called John87) that his 
family are “prominent survivors [survivants prononcés]” and “pillars” of Franco-American 
families. She italicizes “survivants” because of the importance all French Canadians gave to 
what was then called “survivance”: the survivalism of Québécois language and culture amidst a 
hostile and aggressive assimilation program on both sides of the U.S. border. Survivance was the 
rallying cry of Québécois diaspora, the name given to a willed, systematic effort to sustain, 
maintain, and nurture Québécois culture and language.88   
Kerouac’s remarkable letter to Le Maître has become one of the most famous and cited 
document in any Kerouac scholarship that addresses the question of Kerouac’s ethnicity and his 
ties to Québec. “Amazed” and “humbled” by her prescient analysis of his novel and of his 
glaring omission, Kerouac confesses that: 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 Kerouac, Letter to Le Maître, Selected Letters, 228.   
86 Yvonne Le Maître, “The Town and the City,” Le Travailleur, March 23, 1950. All quotes from Le Maître 
are my own translation.  
87 Kerouac published The Town and the City as John Kerouac.   
88 Both Melehy and Johnson address this theme.  
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All my knowledge rests in my “French-Canadianness” and nowhere else. The English 
language is a tool lately found… so late (I never spoke English before I was six or seven). 
At 21 I was still somewhat awkward and illiterate-sounding in my speech and writings. 
What a mixup. The reason I handle English words so easily is because it is not my own 
language. I refashion it to fit French images. Do you see that?89 
 
Le Maître had seen that; she writes: “the tenacious shadow of the buried ancestor still haunts its 
former lodgings. When John Kerouac himself calls the Child-God the little Jesus, with English 
words, he is still speaking in French.” What Le Maître means here is that “the little Jesus” is not 
an expression used in English, but is rather a direct translation of a common phrase—still in use 
in Catholic Québec today—to designate the son of God: “le p’ti Jésus.”90  
Kerouac’s linguistic/imagistic “refashioning”—an interesting alternative to 
“translating”—becomes highly visible in his Mexico letters from the early 1950s. In these, 
Kerouac repeatedly mentions the way in which “oldtimer” French Canadian males in Lowell 
behave, and the indelible impact this had on his development. For instance, in a letter to Cassady 
from Jan. 9th, 1951, he recounts a momentous childhood walk home from his father’s printing 
studio. “[I]n the hoary dusks of winter,” Ti Jean Kerouac made “a great point of not tipping my 
cap as [he] passed St. Jean de Baptiste church, like literally everyone else was doing, especially 
old bow-legged Frenchmen with clay pipes who stick up a finger for the weather and say “Hallo 
l’pere!” which means “Hello the father!” when they see another oldtimer cutting along.”91 As he 
consistently does in moments of self-translation, Kerouac literally transposes the French into 
English without “accommodating” it to fit the second tongue; he preserves the superfluous “the” 
in English. As such, Kerouac’s translations of joual into English are a written manifestation of 
how “survivance” takes place in an assimilating environment; it connotes both the primacy of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 Selected Letters, 228-229.   
90 Hassan Melehy makes the same point in “Jack Kerouac and the Nomadic Cartographies of Exile,” The 
Transnational Beat Generation, Eds. Nancy M. Grace and Jennie Skerl (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), pp. 
31-50.   
91 Kerouac, Selected Letters, 287.   
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original formulation and the damaged, refashioned result of the linguistic clash. In his essay on 
Kerouac and Québec, Hassan Melehy performs a masterful unpacking of an important self-
translated passage from Dr. Sax, and rightly comments that Kerouac’s translations of joual are 
“often nonstandard, and in fact not idiomatic, but rather replete with word-for-word renderings 
that at least partially preserve the syntax of the original language.” As a result, “Kerouac’s 
renditions challenge the integrity of English, interrogate its claim to syntactically and lexically 
regular hegemony as it encircles and squeezes French. The conflict between the two languages, 
along with their cooperation in Kerouac’s text,” Melehy adds, “produce a hybrid diction.”92 
When we consider Kerouac’s oeuvre as a whole, we can see that his resultant “hybrid fiction” 
further challenge the integrity of the American literary archive. 
In another letter to Neal written the day after Kerouac first alludes to those old men who 
roam Lowell yelling “Hallo l’père!,” Kerouac excitedly provides (seemingly in the midst of a 
sonorous wave of inspiration) one of the most important clues to his entire oeuvre: “Hallo-o-o-o-
o vieux père! […] Snakrecoeur! Mon peur! We jam on frere gyre are. Yes I love my brother 
Gerard. Oui j’aime mon frère Gerard.”93 This wonderful passage is an explicit example of 
Kerouac “refashioning [English] to fit French images.” “Snakrecoeur” is a quick, Anglicized 
metamorphosis of the Catholic “Sacré Coeur,” [Sacred Heart] tainted by evil from within 
through the Satanic allusion to a snake in his heart. Importantly, “Sacré Coeur” is also an 
allusion to Québec ethnic pride. Joyce Johnson explains its relevance in her recent biography, 
The Voice is All; young Kerouac’s “long school day began with morning prayers, followed by 
the Pledge of Allegiance to the American flag, which was said in English, and the Oath of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 Hassan Melehy, “Literatures of Exile and Return: Jack Kerouac and Quebec,” American Literature 
(Volume 84, Number 3, September 2012), 600. 
93 Kerouac, Selected Letters, 295.   
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Allegiance to the Sacred Heart flag of Quebec, which was said in French, ending with the solemn 
promise to always rally “la race canadienne-française”.”94 
Continuing the unpacking: “Mon peur” is simultaneously an allusion to his own deceased 
father, “Mon père” [my father] and the fear of his own male ancestry; “Mon peur” is literally 
“my fear,” though in proper French it would have been written as “ma peur,” in the feminine; 
making it masculine points to the father. But the pièce-de-résistance comes in the rest of the 
passage, which is a repetition of three equivalent sentences. For a Québécois reader, the 
gibberish line “We jam on frere gyre are”—if read rapidly out loud— sounds exactly the same as 
the grammatically accurate “Oui j’aime mon frère Gerard.” The transposition of French sounds 
into English nonsense cuts through the English translation of the line’s intended meaning, and 
finds its end point in the proper French translation of the phrase. This letter, and this decoded 
refashioning of French into English is a clue that Kerouac has littered his works with many such 
encoded French imagery/phrasings masquerading as English gibberish. Indeed, an entry from his 
1949 Road Log displays an even earlier example of this idea. He writes: “J’ai lit la vie nouvelle, 
j’ai vue la vie nouveau. Notice English sounds of this: JAYLEE-LAVEE-NOOVELL / 
JAYVUE-LAVEE-NOUVO...  a chant.”95 Ultimately, the “skeletonized form” of Kerouac’s 
English prose is a French-Canadian chant.   
Given the centrality of sound to Kerouac’s writing, it should not be surprising that he 
would have smuggled some joual here and there. In the third paragraph of “Imitation of the 
Tape”—“Kerouac’s gibberish”—the phonetic play on words is emphasized. Kerouac describes 
the comic strip character “Barney Google the hillbilly, the little bald guy with the jug always 
yellin “Lowizie whar do you put my—corncob pireper? or (English almost wasn’t it?)—hee hee 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
94 Joyce Johnson, The Voice is All: The Lonely Victory of Jack Kerouac (New York: Viking, 2012), 35. 




hee—what?” (VoC 250). Many comic strip characters of the day like Barney Google or George 
Herriman’s Krazy Kat, would speak English phonetically in their speech bubbles. This common 
feature of American strips inevitably created an affinity between the young Kerouac who could 
hardly speak English; their broken English was in fact often written by immigrants who 
themselves were mirroring their struggles with English. Kerouac’s meta-comment upon the 
comic-strip phonetic spellings, “(English almost wasn’t it?)” is a running joke he must have had 
with himself his entire writing life. This appropriately self-referential hint also instructs the 
reader how to begin reading and grasping the rapid flow of Kerouac’s unconscious mind. 
 The phonetic play continues, and Kerouac drops more hints through self-translation: “the 
lyre, the gyre, the—oh—the—the—oh—well, grier (Laughter)” (VoC 250). The word “gyre” is 
linked to his brother Gerard, and the last “grier,” accompanied by the parenthetical translation, 
makes us hear the French “rire” for laughter from within the structure of the “grief” he feels for 
his deceased brother (the loss of Gerard is often alluded to in Visions of Cody). Soon after, he 
says, “Mawrdegras,” meaning Mardi Gras [Fat Tuesday] but written the way an Anglophone 
pronounces this holiday. After mentioning his beloved ancestral link to Native Americans (“I 
love the Indian, I am an Indian, my mother has Iroquois blood”), he excitedly introduces: “and 
then there was the Kwakiutl (teach ‘em how to spell! codutl will save the world! codutl will save 
the world!)” (VoC 251). The first word, “Kwakiutl,” is the name given to a group of Native 
American tribes that he associated with his entire life (the name appears in his journal entries 
until his death), yet it seems to seduce Kerouac by its very sound as well as its meaning. 
Considered as a refashioned French-Canadian sound, “Kwakiutl” could be, “quoi qui en t-il” or, 
more likely, “quoi qui est utile” (that which is useful).96 That mysterious repeated savior of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
96 The use of “Kwakiutl” is recurrent, and hence important: “I used to be a sports reporter (on the Kwakiutl 
Herald in Winnepunk,) on the Lowelltown Sun, up in the musk country, the French-Canadians come mushing down 
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world, “codutl”—especially qualified as it is by “teach ‘em how to spell”—is perhaps, “que dit-
il?” (what is he saying?”). In this sense, what will save the world is what Kerouac is saying. 
However, the common way of saying “que dit-il?” in French-Canadian would rather be: “Cossé 
qui dit lui?” so it is possible Kerouac actually means, through “codutl”: “code utile”, as in, 
“useful code.”97 Though I can only hypothesize as to the exact French Canadian parallels of 
Kerouac’s terms, these examples show that there is more than meets the gibberish surface eye, a 
point later underscored in “Imitation” when Kerouac urges his readers to look for “the couched 
meanings in the language” (VoC 310).98  
 As his letters and diary entries overwhelmingly suggest—as does his omission of his 
ethnicity in The Town and the City—Kerouac’s relation to his native tongue and culture creates a 
persistent struggle and anxiety he will seek to understand and exorcize until his dying day. That 
struggle is dramatized in a multitude of ways in Visions of Cody. Like Leopold Bloom forced to 
defend himself before the court in the “Circe” chapter of Ulysses, Kerouac’s narrator pleads: “If 
the court, please, I have something to say in defense of myself: I, Jack Duluoz, have not been the 
same since my brother Gerard died, when I was four” (VoC 359). Cody exposes his real identity: 
“Sirs, the defendant is an impostor French-Canadian from New England” (VoC 360). At the end 
of the trial, when they put him on the gallows, Jack’s dying wish, his last words, are “I wanted to 
tell about—but the calluses, the—(hanged)” (VoC 360). Here, his dying wish is the telling 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
from Canado to visit relatives…” (252). Later, he speaks of “this post-Kwakiutl American culture” (279). Even 
later: “CODY. Yeah, about that time—but this Harold Jew arose, decided he was God, and headed back for his 
homecountry, the Kwakiutl country up on Vancouver Isle and parts of (island) it in British Columbia and around the 
Yakima or something…” (316) The “post-Kwakiutl” phase of American culture appears to mean the period after the 
innocence of his French Canadian childhood, just as the period after the decimation of Native American tribes marks 
the loss of any pretension to American innocence.  
97 I am drawn to the idea of the savior being the “useful code” because of the “teach ‘em how to spell,” but 
I also admit that all this could be utterly meaningless and ridiculous. I think it’s both, because Kerouac was a joker.  
98 For instance, an earlier play on words with French: “out from dark enfer New York where, if a pine tree 
stood it would only stand in Rockefeller Plaza with bulbs” (VoC 103). The contrast of the city with nature is made 
greater by the French pun; the word “enfer” literally means “hell,” but here it also conjures “en fer,” meaning “in 
metal” or “made of iron” like New York city itself.   
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itself—“I wanted to tell about”—but the strange “calluses” is really a hidden joual swear word, 
and thus a joke (one of my favorites in the novel); what he’s really saying is “—mais les câlisses, 
les—(pendu)” which means something like “but those fuckers,” i.e. those Anglais fuckers. 
“Câlisse” is a bastardization of the French “calice” [chalice], the cup used by the priest in 
Catholic mass, and sounds like the English “calluses.”99 As h is hanged because of his 
“impostor” status as French-Canadian, so he insults them through a refashioned joual word; an 
indication of the private shame Kerouac often felt in America. In fact, Jack is hung twice in the 
novel; the above moment also occurs earlier, the only difference being that he manages to sing a 
poem before being hanged by those calluses (see VoC 332).  
It’s not surprising that he would be made to feel shame for his ethnic background; as 
Joyce Johnson underscores, the “French Canadians were despised by workers of other 
nationalities because they were willing to take the worst jobs, the ones no one else wanted, and 
to work for the lowest wages. The Massachusetts Department of Labor called them “the Chinese 
of America.” Just like their cousins in Québec, the New England French Canadians were also 
called “frogs, pea-soupers, dumb Canucks, white niggers,”100 and often told to “speak white, 
stupid French Canadians”101 (of course, speaking “white” meant speaking English). Even none 
other than Henry James, in his essay on “Quebec,” describes the local women as “genuine 
peasants of tradition, brownfaced,” and continually refers to the French speakers as “brown” 
people (in addition to comparing them to field animals with “bovine stare” “simple, unsharpened 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99 The great majority of swear words in Québec are similar bastardizations of sacred religious nouns from 
Catholicism—to “swear” in Quebec is to “sacrer”; to “consecrate.”   
100 Johnson, The Voice is All, 22.  
101  Front de Libération du Québec, “Message à la Nation,” Les grands textes indépendantistes: Écrits, 




faces,” speaking a “narrow patois, in their ignorance and naiveté”).102 In short, as Johnson further 
points out, “[b]ecause they kept to themselves and showed so little desire to assimilate, it was 
believed [French Canadians] were a backward people.”103  
When Richard Wright lived in “French Quebec” in 1945, as I discuss in Chapter 2, he 
regarded the province as “one of the few real surviving remnants of feudal culture on the 
American continent.”104 He quickly realized how the “Catholic church dominates all personal 
and institutional and political phases of life from the cradle to the grave,” and saw French 
Canadians as akin to the American Negro in an earlier phase of their cultural and political 
development. As Wright puts it: “The Negro, like everybody else in America, came originally 
from a simple, organic way of life, such as I saw in French Quebec. And you must remember 
that your forefathers also came from the feudal cultures of Europe.” Wright goes on to 
emphasize the still-subjugated status of French Canadians when he reminds his audience that “It 
was from the total, oppressive cultures like those of French Quebec that men fled three centuries 
ago to settle in the New World.”105 In this context, when Kerouac arrived at Columbia University 
on a football scholarship, it’s not surprising he did all he could to hide his origins. As he writes 
in one of his French joual stories, “Des jeunes amis riches y’on venue me cherchez de New York 
pour retournez au collège dans leus machine. . .  Avec eux-autres j’parla en Anglais pis j’etait un 
homme complètement different.” [“Some rich young friends came to pick me up from New York 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
102 Henry James, “Quebec,” America: Early Writings, in Collected Travel Writings: Great Britain and 
America (New York: The Library of America, 1993), 767-776.  In light of his harsh words for French Canadians, it 
is poetic justice that, in his French joual story, “La Nuit Est Ma Femme,” Kerouac writes: “I wanted to write in a 
large form with [sic] was free and magnificent like that, a form which would give me the chance to go out the 
window and not stay in the room all the time with old ladies like Henry James and his European sisters.” (Kerouac’s 
own translation, in Typescript story “Michael Bretagne.” English translation of excerpts from “La Nuit Est Ma 
Femme.” Kerouac Archive, Box 15, Folder 21, Berg, NYPL.  
103 Johnson, 22.  
104 Richard Wright, from the White Man, Listen! section of Black Power: Three Books from Exile: Black 
Power; The Color Curtain; and White Man, Listen! (New York: HarperPerennial, 2008), 732. 
105 James, “Quebec,” 733. 
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to get back to college in their car. . . With them I spoke English and was a completely different 
man.”]106 
His vacillation between ethnic shame and pride is explicitly spelled out in his diaries. In 
an entry in his Road-Log of May 19, 1950, Kerouac recounts a “tea” vision in which he is being 
enlightened, through reprimand, by a “French-Canadian older brother.” Tellingly, this diary 
entry is “in French translated into English.” Among other things, this “brother” tells him that his 
Jewish friends like “Ginsberg & Meyer Shapiro & Kazin” are “great men because they were not 
trying to dejew themselves, & therefore I should not try to defrench myself.” The French-
Canadian brother goes on: “he hinted I should go to Lowell, or Canada, or France, and become a 
Frenchman again and write in French, and shut up. He keeps telling me to shut up.” His brother 
urges him to be silent as he knows that Kerouac “can’t sleep because my mind is ringing with 
gongs of English thoughts & sentences.” His solution is to order Kerouac to ““Pense en 
Francais” [“Think in French”], knowing I will calm down and go to sleep in simplicity.” 107 
Kerouac then interprets the meaning of his vision, and gains an important self-understanding: “I 
think he is my original self returning after all the years since I was a child trying to become “un 
Anglais” in Lowell from shame of being a Canuck; I never realized before I had undergone the 
same feelings any Jew, Greek, Negro, or Italian feels in America, so cleverly had I concealed 
them, even from myself.”108 In short, Kerouac realizes that he’s been “passing” most of his life.109 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 Jack Kerouac, “La Nuit Est Ma Femme - Winter/Spring 1951.” (Alternate title: “Les Travaux de Michel 
Bretagne.”) Box 15, Folder 20. Kerouac Archive, Berg, NYPL. 
107 Jack Kerouac, “1949 Journal.” Road Log, April 27, 1949 - July 24, 1950. Jack Kerouac Archive, Box 
55.2, Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection of English and American Literature, New York Public Library. 
108 Ibid.  
109 This dynamic of slowly coming to understand concealed repressed aspects of himself is mirrored in his 
relation to certain aspects of Joycean modernism. From his journal entries, we know that at the age of 17, he felt that 
Ulysses was the “Greatest book ever written,” but later, in 1946, in an unpublished essay called “Reflections on 
‘Ulysses’ of James Joyce,” he attacks Joyce for abandoning his native land. In substituting his actual father for the 
subaltern Jew Leopold Bloom as spiritual father, Kerouac found that this reflected “Stephen’s own outcast feeling in 
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In his letter to Le Maître—written three months later—Kerouac tried to explain why he had 
sought to downplay his French-Canadian provenance: “Isn’t it true that French-Canadians 
everywhere tend to hide their real sources. They can do it because they look Anglo-Saxon, when 
the Jews, the Italians, the others cannot… the other “minority” races.”110  
Fundamentally, Kerouac is an American who wants to speak to Americans, but what he’s 
really telling them is how it feels to be French Canadian in America, how it feels to be an 
“invisible” ethnicity (“because they look Anglo-Saxon,” as he says) and one who, due to said 
invisibility, is not allowed to publicly lay claim to the minority experience and so must suffer its 
damages in isolation. As Melehy succinctly puts it, this was an “effacement that French 
Canadian immigrants in the United States also experienced as powerful pressure to 
assimilate.”111 Growing up in Lowell, Kerouac faced linguistic and economic class barriers, yet 
could still partake of the advantages of being white. As Adams states, Kerouac “knew that his 
whiteness allowed him to at least partially assimilate into alien environments, but he also came to 
understand it as an impediment to accessing what he saw as the more vital, authentic experiences 
of people of color.”112 In a way, he was forced to “pass” even though he longed to be recognized, 
especially as he began to more lovingly embrace his background after his first novel, as an ethnic 
minority in America.  
Adams suggests that Kerouac’s “desire to be of another race is nothing so much as a wish 
to escape his own whiteness, a self-rending longing to be anything other than what he is.”113 And 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Ireland.” This made him conclude “that Joyce is an eternal blacksheep from the native fold.” One might think that 
this would lead Kerouac, himself quite the black sheep in America, to identify with Dedalus, but he instead judges 
Joyce harshly for this: “which I cannot admire because it is an admission of defeat & weakness, a running away to 
alien forms on the continent” (qtd in Isaac Gewirtz, Beatific Soul: Jack Kerouac on the Road (New York: The New 
York Public Library in association with Scala Publishers, London, 2007), 28.  
110 Selected Letters, 229.   
111 Melely, “Kerouac and Quebec,” 592.   
112 Adams, Continental Divides, 154.  
113 Ibid., 160.  
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yet, at the same time, Kerouac is that other. In my view, Kerouac’s real desire is rather to have a 
visible marker of his own ethnic minority status, a visible referent that would enable him to 
prove to the world “what he is,” namely a member of the French-Canadian race. It is a desire to 
be accepted among the minority communities with whom he shares affinities and experiences as 
outsider. The oft-criticized (in)famous moment from On the Road is precisely the expression of 
such a wish: “At lilac evening I walked with every muscle aching among the lights of 27th and 
Welton in the Denver colored section, wishing I were a Negro… I wished I was a Denver 
Mexican, or even a poor overworked Jap… ” (OtR 180). As he walks, a “gang of colored women 
came by, and one of the young ones detached herself from motherlike elders and came to me 
fast—“Hello Joe!”—and suddenly saw it wasn’t Joe, and ran back, blushing. I wished I were 
Joe” (OtR 180).114 In the context of Kerouac’s own ethnic identity as French Canadian, being 
“Joe” would mean being instantly recognizable as a fellow member of a minority race… just 
another oldtimer cutting along saying Hallo l’père.  
In Visions of Cody, Kerouac emphasizes his affinity to minority races by underscoring the 
darkness of his skin and those of his family. In Knoxville, Ia., he says that the “Negro mine 
operator [who] told me his life” really “looked like Pa” (VoC 110). In “The Tape,” Cody tells 
Jack, “you’re dark but I’m light complexioned” (VoC 129). Late in Visions of Cody, the speaker 
uses the Three Musketeers motto and declares, “One of all, all for one. I am the blood brother of 
a Negro Hero” (VoC 367). Kerouac is here alluding to novelist Alexandre Dumas—the creator of 
the Three Musketeers—and his African heritage, and through his own French ancestry proudly 
claims himself as a “blood brother” to Dumas’s line. On another occasion, Kerouac repeatedly 
says “that I look like an Indian and I tell them of my Iroquois grandmamama in the North Gaspé, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 114 This scene from On the Road first appears in Kerouac's 1949 Road Log, almost word for word. Instead 
of “Joe,” the little girl mistakes him for “Eddy.” (see Windblown World, 215). 
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1700, I being of the race of the Indian who was pushed out of every place in the western 
hemisphere New World except America” (VoC 333). While Kerouac sees the advantages of 
“passing” for Anglo-Saxon, he also increasingly wants to be recognized for what he really is. 
While the wish to be recognized as a minority, and consequently to be potentially mistreated, 
seems like a strange form of desire, it should be understood as a wish to be truly understood, 
regardless of the cost. After all, the resentment Americans had for his kind was something that 
continually wounded him.  
His literary oeuvre post-Town and the City stands as a growing testament to his wish to 
be understood in all his complexity, and according to his true origins. Indeed, he makes a 
promise to Yvonne Le Maître that he more or less followed in his subsequent, more sincere, 
confessional writings: “Believe me, I’ll never hide it again; as once I did, say in high school, 
when I first began ‘Englishizing myself’ to coin a term (Me—faire un Anglais).”115 In his May 
1950 Road Log entry, he had already written, “I will resolve the thing by Anglicizing my 
Frenchness, or Frenchifying my English, whichever way works.” As Visions of Cody attests, 
Kerouac chose the latter. The novel is his first sincere attempt to “comedown to the roots of my 
true self.”116  
As the novel progresses, Kerouac also writes short sketches in French joual rather than 
limiting it to a word or phrase. For instance, he creates a short imaginary comic-strip-like 
dialogue between “SR” and an “ALTAR BOY,” using English stage directions and narrative 
explanations, joual snippets of speech, phonetic Latin phrases mocking the mass, and ends in a 
phonetic “gibberish”: 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 Selected Letters, 229.  
116 Jack Kerouac, “1949 Journal.” Road Log, April 27, 1949 - July 24, 1950. Jack Kerouac Archive, Box 
55, folder 2, Berg, NYPL. In the On the Road scroll, he had also been honest about his French-Canadian ethnicity, 
but in his 7-year effort to get it published, he eventually turned the protagonist into an Italian American, and his 
mother became his aunt.  
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SR. (himself coughing) (in a low tone)—eh weyondon, il faut saccotez dans un moment 
comme ca? Arrete… parlez… tu sais, bien tu sais, mon vieux, a tarra ecri un let sit u 
larra lasse faire la pauvetit maudite comme quelle eta belle et tabarnac shi shpa capable 
faire ca dans l’derriere et fre mon the priest talked to himself in a secret and intonallish 
and intonatitativeyene monotenesky la music la musique la belle mais arête donc il faut 
arretez un moment? and so on with himself 
ALTAR BOY. Ekara-doo-rioom? 
SR. (creaking a joint) Paradoorium, etabooriumbum, bumbooombum, etara, 
metaradelaramarea, cest impossible de setrangler je veus dire se desetangletai ben 
mudout coung on thwiey skehe long ague she jeiipeout, echrie and, Francie pare idl 
thsomc e failt tna dh elEndlgn, but emeie the ejeu— (VoC 269) 
 
Translated from the joual, what the man is saying is: “Well, come on, do we have to lean during 
such a moment? Stop… talking… you know, well you know, old boy, she’d have written you a 
letter if you’d’ve let her, that sad little devil, how beautiful she was, and dammit if I ain’t able to 
do it in the behind and do my…” and later, “music, the beautiful music but stop, we have to stop 
a moment?” SR’s second lines are trickier. After the mock-Latin, the joual means: “It is 
impossible to strangle one’s self, I mean, to un-sob one’s self.” In joual, the latter is a wonderful 
neologism meaning that once you’ve sobbed, or cried, the tears can never be undone, and 
phonetically in French it resembles the verb for strangling or choking (hence the rhyming 
association). The last bit could very well be Englishified French, but it is particularly hard to 
decipher. “ben mudout coung on thwiey skehe long ague she jeiipeout, echrie and, Francie pare 
idl thsomc e failt tna dh elEndlgn, but emeie the ejeu—” It may equate something like “bien mon 
doux come on twé, c’qu’es longue…” [well dear god come one you, that there’s a long one…]) 
but I will spare you further speculations. One hint that the above is not gibberish but some kind 
of smuggled meaning is that Kerouac re-uses the word “jeiipeout” shortly after; its recurrence 
suggests specific meaning. What that meaning is, I remain uncertain. It may be “j’haïs puis…” [I 
hate and] or perhaps, “J’ai pas hâte” (I’m not looking forward to…).  
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In any case, Kerouac is clearly having fun with us—and with himself—as he later writes, 
“in sooth and par force, in English perforce, ahem, that, ah, we should indeed have found it so 
expedient upon ourselves at this happy moment of junctures and correct spellings…” (VoC 272). 
Kerouac is diagnosing himself and his new modern style, literally declaring that he has 
“doublewords ringing in my head” (VoC 274). The “doublewords” carry their own dangers of 
mistranslation. In On the Road for instance, Sal Paraside cries, “Je suis haut!” intending “to 
mean in French, “I am high, I have been drinking,” but means absolutely nothing in French” 
(OtR 77). The literal translation of being “high” has no cultural currency as an expression in 
French, and this anecdote hints at the probable many such moments of protean 
misunderstandings in Kerouac’s life, inevitably affecting how he used English, that “tool lately 
found.” 
“La vie est d’hommage” 
In 1951 and 1952, Kerouac also wrote most of his joual literary works—these remain 
unpublished and untranslated, but he considered them an integral part of his oeuvre. On a 
notebook page he entitled “If He can be Call’d a Failure who Leaves 1 ½ million Unpublished 
Words at 32,” Kerouac lists the titles of each book he has written, the year in which he wrote 
them, and their total word count. In the list, he incudes “Old Bull Balloon (in French)” and 
“Night is my Woman (in French)” with his other works, most of which are now published (at the 
time he made this list only The Town and the City was published).117  
 In a moment of self-translation, Visions of Cody directly alludes to one of these French 
texts: “I worked for New York Central R.R. dragging mailbags across le grand plancher sale . . . 
the big dirty floor . . . and French is so simple, a job I remembered so vividly last spring when 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
117 Box 3, folder 20, Kerouac Archive, Berg, NYPL.  
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we left Ma alone and I began reviewing all the jobs I ever had in this earth of labor and sorrow, 
thinking to myself “The night is my woman”…” (VoC 102-103). The Night is My Woman is the 
translated title of one of Kerouac’s most sustained experiment with written French-Canadian 
joual, a profoundly moving story is entitled “La Nuit est ma Femme” (also known as “Les 
Travaux de Michel Bretagne”). Narrated by Michel Bretagne, a French Canadian aspiring writer, 
it consists precisely of a review of “all the jobs I ever had in this earth of labor and sorrow”; the 
narrative is chronological and arranged through the conceit of his “jobs” (“travaux”). One of 
these recalled labors is the same one described in Visions of Cody, “dragging mailbags across the 
grand plancher sale”; the sentence itself, in the midst of remembrance, reverts to its original 
iteration in French: “Alentour de Noïle j’ai travailler pour d’largent extra pour la N.Y.C.R.R. tiré 
des sacs de male par dessus les vieux plancher sale. Les sacs tomba en gros chunk, on l’a 
ramossa, on regarda le noire d’la ville ecris dessu, et on l’est tira a la parti du plancher ou la ville 
etait ecri en chalk... “Buffalo”...“Chicago”...“San Francisco”.”118 [“Around Christmas I worked 
for some extra money for the N.Y.C.R.R. throwing mail bags over the old dirty floor. The bags 
fell in big chunks, we picked them up, we looked at the black of the city written on it, and we 
threw them to the part of the floor the city was written in chalk… “Buffalo”… “Chicago”… “San 
Francisco.”] 
The most important and starkest use of joual in Visions of Cody comes, in the novel’s 
concluding act, a literal, material representation of Kerouac’s split self. The narrator evokes the 
larger stakes of this recording effort: “I have traveled far to see an American” (VoC 361), he 
says, and now comes face to face with himself to judge this American, this Cody. Suddenly, the 
novel announces that it is now time to “hear what my French-Canadian side has to say about 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
118 Jack Kerouac, "La Nuit Est Ma Femme - Winter/Spring 1951." (Alternate title: Les Travaux de Michel 
Bretagne.") Box 15, Folder 20. Kerouac Archive, Berg, NYPL. 
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him” (VoC 362). This “French-Canadian side” is similar to the “French-Canadian older brother” 
vision I mentioned earlier. Indeed, in that earlier vision Kerouac had written that this “brother 
had “been with me ever since.”119 As with the vision, the French Canadian voice inside him is 
both soothing and berating [see Figure 4 on next page, VoC 362-363]. Here, then, is 
Schleimermacher’s “double”, the split self I alluded to when I began this chapter. Kerouac 
translates—refashions—the French-Canadian on the left into English on the right, with some 
very interesting choices. The shape of the page’s layout also points directly back to Kerouac’s 
preface: “Instead of just a horizontal account of travels on the road, I wanted a vertical, 
metaphysical study of Cody’s character and its relationship to the general ‘America’.” Here we 
have this “vertical,” bilingual study of Kerouac’s relation to Cody and America. 
In the columns, the voice is cut off almost immediately after beginning to speak; “you 
stopped me before I had the chance to continue,” a symbolically appropriate comment for 
Kerouac’s own French-speaking life.  The French side then tells him to “ben arrete donc,” 
translated as “stop won’t you” but really meaning “come on now, stop.” His French-Canadian 
side hurls a litany of insults at itself,120 displays a vehement desire to be heard, repeating “Écoute 
[Listen]” three times, and pleads that he be given “a chance”—“donne moi une chance.” He 
knows what the English side thinks; that he looks down on him for having “no art” in French. 
The French here works well, “tu pense j’ai pas d’art moi francais?”— Kerouac omits the words 
not pronounced when speaking French Canadian, a fast-spoken, compressed language. What he’s 
really saying is “You think I don’t have any art in French?” but instead Kerouac translates it 
directly, “you think I’ve no art me French?” As I explained earlier, this “refashioning” is a  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
119 Jack Kerouac, “1949 Journal.” Road Log, April 27, 1949 - July 24, 1950. Jack Kerouac Archive, Box 
55.2, Berg, NYPL. 
120 In the list of insults, “susseu” is translated as “sucktongue” in the published novel, but was first 
translated as “suckler” in his original holograph notebook (Kerouac Archive, Box 30, Folder 8). “Sucktongue” is 






politicized translation practice, a deliberate act on Kerouac’s part to demonstrate what happens to 
a colonized language, to show the violence of assimilation.121 
At some point the voice loses interest in the French—a symptom of his vacillating pride 
and shame regarding his background—exclaiming, “But enough, it’s not interesting. It’s not 
interesting goddamn French.” Yet the English translation here reads awkwardly; the French, 
“C’est pas interessant l’maudit Francais” follows a typical joual cadence (the latter observation 
is true for the entirety of the columns; the flow—not to mention the rhyming poetic beauty of 
specific words—belongs to the French side). Nevertheless, this momentary disappointment with 
French seems to infuriate the speaker(s) toward his subject, followed by a demythification of 
Cody: “Listen, Cody is full of shit; let him go; he is your friend, let him dream [songée—
ponder], he’s not your brother, he’s not your father, he’s not your [ti—‘lil] Saint Michael, he’s a 
guy, he’s married, he works…” (VoC 362). The French further underscores that “Je t’l’explique, 
ma maniere, pas la tienne” [“I’m explaining him to you, my way, not yours”] and orders him to 
“listen.” Clearly, each speaker has his own distinct way of doing things, of describing the 
American Cody.  
With its final “Écoute/Listen” plea, the French speaker coins a profoundly moving phrase 
when he tells him/self: “va trouvez ton âme, vas sentir le vent, vas loin—La vie est 
d’hommage.”122 The English side translates this phonetically as “Life is a pity,” thus as if the 
original was “la vie est dommage” [which could also mean “life is too bad” or “life is 
unfortunate,” with connotations of “life is damage”]. But the written French would translate as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 121 Although the published version contains no accents in the French column, in the original typescript 
Kerouac carefully added, by hand, each accent in its proper place. Moreover, the “Gavin” on the English side should 
be Gabin; this is a reference to Kerouac's favorite actor, Jean Gabin.  
122 Kerouac’s pun is the inspiration for Karin Köhne 2001 German study of Kerouac: “La vie est 
d'hommage: Autobiographie und Fiktion, Tradition und Avantgarde im Erzählwerk Jack Kerouacs,” [Autobiography 
and fiction, tradition and avant-garde narrative work Jack Kerouac]. I can’t read German, so I unfortunately cannot 
read this text. 
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“Life is of homage,” a most appropriate sentiment for a passage, and a novel (perhaps the most 
appropriate imaginable), that is really an extended homage to a friend and the experiences they 
shared. And what is an archive if it isn’t this homage to a past life now dead and gone?123 The 
incorrect double-m in hommage also points to the word for man—“homme”—or mankind (life 
as the age of man, homme-age) 
What is particularly interesting about the original holograph notebook in which Kerouac 
first recorded what his “French-Canadian side has to say” is that, on the flip” side of same 
notebook, I discovered that Kerouac had also written an unfinished French joual short story 
roughly 1,500 words long. It seems that the “French Canadian side” had so much to say that it 
overflowed into a wholly different story that takes place after the events being narrated in 
Visions of Cody! 124 The story is important as it records Kerouac’s changing views of America 
following the writing of On the Road. It tells the story of a hitchhiking trip Kerouac decided to 
take, in 1952, trying to reproduce the trips from On the Road (he mentions being angry with 
himself and needing to leave to revisit some old places). Kerouac is disgusted by the postwar 
opulence and materialistic nature of the Americans he encounters this time around, with an 
emphasis on how they are always eating (in a hilarious observation, he says that American kids 
are now so fat that you can’t see their eyes). 
Kerouac’s journal also emphasizes the “split” nature of his identity and literary projects, 
and suggests that it is a source of strength as much as it is a strain: “If I hadn’t been split in the 
cradle,” Kerouac amusingly writes, “I wouldn’t know half as much.” Just above the latter,  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
123 As another hint that Kerouac wrote French by ear—French Canadian joual had no written form when he 
was composing his French writings—can be seen in his original holograph notebooks: he first translates “neiger” as 
“swimming” instead of “snowing” because of its phonetic proximity to “nager,” the verb for swimming. (Kerouac 
Archive, Box 30, Folder 8). 
124 Holograph notebook [Memorandum Book] “6.” Box 30, Folder 8, Kerouac Archive, Berg, NYPL. 
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Kerouac had drawn a two-column chart that mirrors his two sides; the left side, entitled “Legend 
Plan” pertains to English (“American Wolfe”), and the right side, entitled “Complete-Truth 
Plan,” pertains to the French (“Canuck Proust”)125 
The last lines of Visions of Cody—possessing such emotional sway after a wild torrent of 
words—are in that same spirit of “d’hommage” communicated in the split columns. The novel is 
itself an extended homage to a friend that has irrevocably altered the speaker’s life forever, and 
is also, simultaneously, an attempt to understand the origin of this friend, why he has had such an 
impact on the speaker’s own dual, split self. “Good-bye Cody,” the speaker finally brings 
himself to say and, in true Emersonian fashion, can let him go: “Adios, you who watched the sun 
go down, at the rail, by my side, smiling—Adios, King” (398). With this fateful farewell, 
Kerouac has finally listened to his French-Canadian’s side plea to “let him go.” As a result, the 
split speaker can now move on to embrace more of himself; his subsequent travels bring him 
ever-closer to his own provenance and the mystery of himself. 
If Visions of Cody exposes Kerouac’s literal, “vertical” always-split self between 
Québécois and American, then “La Nuit Est Ma Femme” unearths a “horizontal” split birth of 
Jean-Louis Kérouac as Jack Kerouac. In that story, the protagonist narrates his own self-
invention as a “big American writer;” in other words, the very literary origin of the moment he 
began “Englishizing” himself:  
Ma premiere vrai job c’était quand  j’avai 18 ans. Mon père pensais que ça m’ferai du 
bien. J’ai vendu des subscriptions pour le papier dans ma ville, dans l’été de 1940. Cette 
année la, aussi, j’ai commencer écrire avec une style litéraire; avant ça, depuis 11 ans, 
j’écrivai pour amuser mes idées prives d’enfance, des petites histoires apropos des ti-gas, 
des chevaux, les “sports.” A cette heure, j’avas découvri Saroyan et Hemingway. Alors, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
125 Kerouac Archive, Box 55, Folder 6, Berg, NYPL. For a psychological approach to Kerouac’s “split” 
personality, it should be noted that Kerouac was also discharged from the Navy after only 10 days of active duty (he 
had served in the Merchant Marine already) after a diagnosis of Dementa Praecox, which was subsequently changed 
to “Constitutional Psychopathic State, Schizoid Personality” (his Navy medical record is available at “Hit the Road, 
Jack,” The Smoking Gun, Sept. 6, 2005.) 
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j’écriva apropos de ma job, vende des subscription porte a porte, avec le ton d’un gros 
écrivain Americain. 
 Voila: - “It was like a stage in the circulation room. I could see the windows of 
the business establishments across the street and I could see the man who was our boss 
sitting there with the white shoes. And they came in one after the other, just like in a play. 
The first one had on a sports shirt under his coat and he walked in with his hat brim 
turned up and he smiled and said Good Morning to the boss…126 
 
[My first real job was when I was 18. My father thought it would do me good. I sold 
subscriptions for my town’s paper, in the summer of 1940. That year, I also began writing 
with a literary style; before that, from 11 on, I’d been writing to entertain my private 
childhood ideas, little stories about the guys, horses, sports. But by then, I had discovered 
Saroyan and Hemingway. So, I wrote about my job, selling subscriptions door to door, 
with the tone of a great American writer. 
 Voila:…] 
 
What this remarkable literary birth suggests is that from a very young age Kerouac had made the 
conscious decision to become an American writer. In his case, this required a willed adoption of 
English. This manuscript embodies and enacts what seems like an instant (and effortless) 
adoption and mastery of a new mother tongue—the “voilà” is the hinge between two languages, 
two lives. This would indeed make Schleimermacher consider Kerouac to be a “natural wonder 
that subverts all hierarchies and laws.” 
Although this decision eventually led Kerouac to enjoy success and celebrity as an 
American author, the misrepresentation of his persona in the media embittered him toward the 
“monster” “Jack Karrawhek” he had himself conjured when he was 18 years of age. As a result, 
Adams points out, Kerouac “had the divided sensibility of an immigrant who associated one 
language with the intimacy of home, and the other with public life and accomplishments.”127 As 
his archive shows, Kerouac spent considerable efforts trying to reconcile both sides, 
private/public, French/English, white/minority. The archive thus bears witness to his attempt to 
fulfill another promise he made to Yvonne Le Maître: “Someday, Madame, I shall write a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
126 Kerouac, “LA NUIT EST MA FEMME”, Kerouac Archive, Box 15, folder 20.  
127 Rachel Adams, 232.  
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French-Canadian novel, with the setting in New England, in French. It will be the simplest and 
the most rudimentary French.”128 Renaming himself “Senor Jean Levesque” (thus using part of 
his real first name and his mother’s maiden name), and informing his friends “this is my name 
now,”129 Kerouac wrote the following French manuscripts: La Nuit est ma Femme/ Les Travaux 
de Michel Bretagne, Sur le Chemin, “On the Road Écrit en Français,” and a slew of shorter, 
untitled pieces. Note that his choice to translate “Road” as “Chemin” [Path] as opposed to 
“Route” is a pregnant “refashioning” whose connotations are more spiritual, if not Catholic, than 
the traditional European French-translated Sur la Route.130  
These joual manuscripts, should they ever be published, would not only be of value for 
Québec scholars, but would offer insight into much of Kerouac’s oeuvre, as the following 
statement written to Neal Cassady in January of 1953 tantalizingly suggests:  
In Mexico, after you left, I in 5 days wrote, in French, a novel about me and you when we 
was kids in 1935 meeting in Chinatown with Uncle Bill Balloon, your father and my 
father and some sexy blondes in a bedroom with a French Canadian rake and an old 
Model T. You’ll read it in print someday and laugh. It’s the solution to the “On the Road” 
plots all of em and I will hand it in soon as I finish translating and typing.131 
 
Kerouac has come a long way from the penitent man who had written to Le Maître, “I cannot 
write my native language and have no native home any more, and am amazed by that horrible 
homelessness all French-Canadians abroad in America have.”132 His effort to forge ex nihilo, in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
128 Selected Letters, 228.   
129 Selected Letters, 386. 
130 Unfortunately, French translations of Kerouac’s works were all done in France. I hope this tragedy will 
be rectified in the future. I look forward to the day when On the Road will be translated in Québécois as Sur le 
Chemin. The problem with extant French translations of Kerouac is that French from France lacks the “subcode 
equivalent to the one used by the source text,” namely, the American spontaneous prose of Kerouac (Brisset 338). In 
other words, American slang finds a “natural equivalent” in Québec language and culture, something it does not find 
in French culture. (Annie Brisset, “The Search for a Native Language: Translation and Cultural Identity.” Trans. by 
Rosalind Gill and Roger Gannon. The Translation Studies Reader, Second Edition. Ed. Lawrence Venuti (New York 
and London: Routledge, 2004).) 
131 Selected Letters, 395. The text referenced here is “Old Bull in the Bowery.” 
132 Kerouac, letter to Yvonne Le Maître, 8 Sept., 1950, Selected Letters: 1940-1956. Ed. Ann Charters 
(Viking: New York, 1995), 228.  
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writing, his native language and even, perhaps, “the uncreated conscience of his race,” is 
astonishing. In that same 1953 letter to Neal, he also announced: “will go and live in French 
Canada eventually with Ma,”133 and took a trip to Montréal, by himself, two months later. 
Montréal was, after all, where he felt “some of my old relatives” are “waiting for me to 
understand” (VoC 88). Once he arrived, he seems, for a moment, to have finally felt at home: 
“MONTREAL (in “taverne”) Montreal is my Paraside—+ They almost didnt let me in—
Railroad restaurant Frisco combined with Mexico Fellaheen girls tavern, + Lowell—O Thanks 
Lord.”134 Yet, as with everything in Kerouac’s life, this idyll was short lived; a few entries later, 
he gets into an altercation with some Québécois—“I shoulda spattered him in the street And that 
would tear my clothes break my watch no thanks”—he grows suspicious of everyone, feeling 
that “Kirouac has always been an unpopular name among Canucks, for Breton reasons I guess,” 
and concludes that the “Canucks are ignorant, vulgar, cold hearted—I dont like them—no one 
else does.”135 The latter sentiment recalls his early story, “Search by Night.” 
It is in his journals that I find the most powerful moment of naked honesty, a passage that 
uncannily encapsulates all of the complex dynamics that I have attempted to expose in this 
chapter. I will cite it in full, and then unpack it piece by piece: 
Il faut vivre en Anglais, c’est impossible vivre en Francais. This is the secret 
thought of the Canuck in America. C’est important aux Anglais—it’s important to the 
English... so the Canuck does it. But one thing I must always remember in this Canuck 
dualism crap is that in 1934 in Montreal I was so homesick to come back home to Lowell 
and resume my big imaginary world in English—(the Turf)—that I was almost sick; and 
sat at my desk in Uncle Gil’s study and planned a tremendous newspaper for when I got 
back. The spirit of pleasure in solitary occupations is what I’ve got to recover from 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
133 Selected Letters, 396.  
134 Kerouac, Notebook "SK(5)." Book of Sketches. (Begins: "En route Montreal Bus Mar. 20, '53.") Box 
45, Folder 5. Kerouac Archive. Berg, NYPL. This entry was first published by Gabriel Anctil in his newspaper 
article, “Sur le chemin.” Le Devoir. Édition du jeudi 04 septembre, 2008. < http://www.ledevoir.com/2008/09/04/ 
203916.html >. 




boyhood for manhood's work of art... the huge gray-day preoccupation with files, records, 
systems, small print, hoary histories in dusty ledgers.  
The confession of my entire life will get everybody off my chest.  
Another quarter-inch of thought now and I’ve got it. Shall I just write my units 
every day and file them in proper place?136 
 
In that single entry, all three of the interrelated arguments I am making in this chapter are here in 
concentrated, raw form (which underscores why I need to attend to each of these facets in what I 
realize is a long chapter). He opens in French, voicing in that tongue the impossibility of living 
in that tongue. “C’est important aux Anglais—it’s important to the English, so the Canuck does 
it”; in pithy form we have the extreme pressure of assimilation; the Canuck’s sense of inferiority, 
the colonized’s mindset. This is followed by the overarching theme, “this Canuck dualism crap,” 
the split self of Kerouac, and the revelation that there has always only been a single place where 
he has ever felt at home; sitting at his “first desk” playing the Turf game and recording the 
“history of myself.” The “pleasure” he had then forged his archival sensibility and led to his 
lifelong “preoccupation with files, records, systems, small print, hoary histories in dusty 
ledgers.” This mal d’archive is a means of building a home, of preserving the memories of that 
home intact and accessible. There seems only one answer: he shall “write my units every day and 
file them in proper place.” Their “proper place” is literature; he needed to put his archive in 
novelistic practice. Nevertheless, as I have demonstrated, the homesickness he mentions above 
was never truly dispelled; it was impossible to go back to those childhood days, even though he 
revisited them as much as he could through his novels.  
An American Canuck in Paris 
Once Montreal failed to be the promised homeland, after fame had turned him into “Jack 
Karrawhek,” Ti Jean’s last ditch effort to find “home” was to reach back even farther in his 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
136 Kerouac, entry for September 5th, 1951, “1951 / Journals / More Notes.” Kerouac Archive, Box 55, 
folder 6, Berg, NYPL. 
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ancestral origins. In a way, his final trip to France had been prefigured all along. The late novella 
Satori in Paris, Kerouac’s account of his failed archival, genealogical, and geographical search 
for his Breton origins in France, is the most literal representation of Kerouac’s ingrained mal 
d’archive. What makes this final chapter of the Duluoz Legend even more tragic is that his 
feeling of being an outsider in America is not assuaged by going to France at all; there too he is 
marked as alien due to the French dialect of his birth. Satori in Paris reads like the account of a 
lost, alcoholic man whose national identity has come utterly unhinged. In an earlier novel, 
Desolation Angels, he had already called himself a hodgepodge of “French Canadian Iroquois 
American aristocrat Breton Cornish democrat,”137 and here Kerouac alternatively declares 
himself American, French Canadian, Breton, Russian, Gaul, “from Québec,” “from Lowell,” 
“from Brittany,” and so on, but he seems to more or less settle on “American Canuck.” Clearly, 
Kerouac’s identity is more diffuse than ever (“it anarchives itself,” as Derrida would say)—he is 
coming apart as a man, always drinking, and is literally in search of himself in the archive.  
Upon landing at the airport, he notices American expatriates but refuses to speak to them. 
He gives some money to a French female beggar on the way to his hotel, sounding out his 
French to her proudly, “Un franc pour la Française” (A franc for the Frenchwoman)” (SP 13). 
He later gives a franc to a male beggar, but warns him: “you can’t fool an old French Canadian” 
(SP 13), thereby affirming his status as a Québécois in Paris. The line “un franc pour la 
francaise” encapsulates the strange peculiar position in which he finds himself; he’s having a 
grand old time speaking their language to French citizens and yet proudly emphasizes his 
foreignness by saying what a native would never say, and then by letting them know that his 
Québécois status protects him from being fooled by them. Over the speakers in the bars is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
137 Jack Kerouac, Desolation Angels (New York: Riverhead Books, 1965), 370. 
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“endless American modern jazz” (SP 20) but this depresses him; late-career Kerouac has come a 
long way from the jazz-loving vagabond of On the Road. Although he understands and speaks 
his own brand of French, he is “already homesick” (SP 43) and still can’t make himself talk with 
the other American tourists he sees along the way (see SP 38-39). Instead, Kerouac keeps self-
consciously “getting real stoned drunk” (18), and remains thus for most of the trip. “As I grew 
older I became a drunk” (28), he blatantly admits. 
On one of his first days in Paris, after failing to interest a Swiss brunette, and believing 
he’s “being followed by French muggers and thugs,” Jean-Louis takes out his pocket knife and, 
as he reveals: “I cut my own finger and bleed all over the place. The Swiss woman by now is 
asking me when I’m going to leave. I say, “I’ll leave as soon as I’ve verified my family in the 
library. (And add to myself: “What do you know about les Lebris de Kérouacks and their motto 
of Love Suffer and Work you dumb old Bourgeois bag.”)” (SiP 21). Kerouac’s proximity to the 
archive seems to only aggravate his (home)sickness, and in quick succession he lives through all 
three parts of his ancestral family’s motto: he tries to “Love” the brunette, cuts himself and 
bleeds (Suffer), and announces the Work ahead in the library. “So I go to the library,” he 
decides, “La Bibliotheque Nationale, to check up on the list of officers in Montcalm’s Army 
1756 Quebec…” (22) As soon as he begins requesting specific material, however, the “head 
librarian patiently explains to me that the Nazis done bombed and burned all their French papers 
in 1944, something which I’d forgotten in my zeal” (22).138 The library then turns into a site of 
restrictions and ridicule: “You cant smoke even in the toilet in the Bibliotheque Nationale and 
you cant get a word in edgewise with the secretaries and there’s a national pride about “scholars” 
all sitting there copying…” (22). Exasperated, he leaves and goes to drink.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
138 In his Paris diary, he does not say that he had “forgotten,” but rather that the didn’t know: “many of the 
national records of France were bombed out, which I didn't know” (see Box 58, Folder 13. Diary # 47. Holograph 
diary “Paris.” Undated, Kerouac Archive, Berg, NYPL). 
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The next day, the archive suddenly grows elusive, and the local authorities seem bent on 
preventing his access to it. Lost in Paris, Jean-Louis asks directions from a middle-aged beat cop. 
But his particular French dialect presents an obstacle to finding—and thus entering—the archive:  
While looking for the library, incidentally, a gendarme in the Place de la Concorde told 
me that Rue de Richelieu (street of the National Library) was thataway, pointing, and 
because he was an officer I was afraid to say “What?.. NO!” because I knew it was in the 
opposite direction somewhere—Here he is some kind of sergeant or other who certainly 
oughta know the streets of Paris giving an American tourist a bum steer. (Or did he 
believe I was a wise-guy Frenchman pulling his leg? Since my French is French)… (SiP 
29-30) 
 
Kerouac continues his paranoid thoughts, imagining that the gendarme “sends me there maybe 
thinking “That’s the National Library alright, ha ha ha” (“maybe they’ll shoot down that Québec 
rat”)—Who knows?” (SP 30). Unpacking this passage reflects how unhinged Kerouac’s identity 
has become. First he is anchored in his status as an “American tourist” being given a  “bum 
steer,” then seems to think that his French—since it “is French”—is good enough to fool the 
local cop into thinking he is one of their own playing a joke on him, only to then conclude that 
no, the cop was not fooled, his accent was recognized as one belonging to Québec, and he sent 
him on the wrong direction because, as many French do, he thinks people from Québec are 
“rats.” After this encounter with the police, Jean-Louis can’t quite make himself go in the 
archive again without first dulling his brain, so he goes to a “corner bar to have a cognac alone.” 
Thankfully, the bartender “is very polite and tells [him] exactly how to get to the library” (30). 
Once inside, he describes the Bibliothèque Nationale as a “strange severe parochial-style 
library.” He finds it unpleasant, filled “with thousands of scholars and millions of books and 
strange assistant librarians with Zen Master brooms (really French aprons) who admire good 
handwriting more than anything in a scholar or writer” (32). Despite appreciating his 
calligraphy, the librarians are wary of this drunkard in the archive: “Of course they all smelled 
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the liquor on me and thought I was a nut” (33). Hurt by their haughty behavior, he, in self-
defense, emphasizes how he “know[s] libraries, “and specifically the greatest library in the 
world, the New York Public Library” (33)—where his papers are now housed—and thus should 
not be “regarded with suspicion in the Paris Library” (33). His love and knowledge of libraries is 
evident in a 1947 journal entry entitled “On Big City Libraries” that begins: “The two big city 
libraries that I’ve had occasion to frequent, the one in Boston and the bigger one in New York, 
always fill me with an unspeakable feeling of delight when I go to them…” The entry goes on to 
list what he particularly enjoys, including “seeing mad old men wander around in deep 
meditation,” and “finally participating in a general gloating feeling that this is “culture” of the 
highest order and that all we who are gathered here are inveterate deep thinkers.”139 Of course, 
that was then, and Kerouac has now become one of the mad, wandering old men, and he knows 
it: “I’m not young anymore and ‘smell of liquor’” (33).  
 “I was trying to find things out about my old family,” he explains, adding with pride: “I 
was the first Lebris de Kérouack ever to go back to France in 210 years to find out” (34-35). But 
when his encounter with the archive proves such a failure—the librarians are suspicious of him 
and the records are not there (destroyed, irretrievable)—he begins to lose faith in his initial 
dream to reconnect with his origins. Jean-Louis again opts for the self-destructive and tries to get 
“happy on cognac” (35) before providing a very suggestive description of the archive: 
The whole library groaned with the accumulated debris of centuries of recorded folly, as 
tho you had to record folly in the Old or the New World anyhow, like my closet with its 
incredible debris of cluttered old letters by the thousands, books, dust, magazines, 
childhood boxscores, the likes of which when I woke up the other night from a pure 
sleep, made me groan to think this is what I was doing with my waking hours: burdening 
myself with junk neither I nor anybody else should really want or will ever remember in 
Heaven. (SiP 35) 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
139 Kerouac, “On Big City Libraries,” in “1947 Journals.” Feb. 24, 1947 - May 5, 1947. Kerouac Archive, 





In the above passage, both the archive and the novelist “groan” with the surfeit of “debris” they 
have accumulated over the years. And yet, if you recall, “debris,” “rubbish,” and “junk” had 
gleefully littered the novelist’s earlier, grandiose narratives: in Visions of Cody he had lovingly 
described “the ordinary city debris of a field” (VoC 70) and “the rubbish in the weeds of an 
empty lot” (40). Visions of Cody also describes what was then a divine mission to “go groan, go 
groan alone” (295). Now the groans of man and archive seem to express only a “mal d’archive,” 
with Kerouac looking back at his “recorded folly” in dismay; “this is what I was doing with my 
waking hours,” he sadly asks himself. The description of his personal archive as a “closet with its 
incredible debris of cluttered old letters by the thousands…” also remarkably echoes his fear, 
voiced in Visions of Cody, of “throwing away something that I can’t even find in the incredible 
clutter of my being” (VoC 42). Now it all seems to have lost its value, haunting him, preventing 
him from attaining “pure sleep”—that sleep when, in his youth, he used to “shuffle the file 
cards” of his soul.  
 In Archive Fever, Derrida proposes that the “structure of the archive is spectral,” related 
to “the experience of haunting, spectrality, phantoms, ghosts,” and points to Freud’s allusions to 
Hamlet’s father’s ghost to make his point (84-85). Significantly, Kerouac’s work is riddled with 
haunting and spectrality; the most obvious manifestation of this aspect of his work being Dr. 
Sax, the “Shadow”-like haunting presence of Lowell. But, as I cited above, Kerouac is also often 
visited by the ghost of his brother Gerard; his “French Canadian older brother” that chastises him 
for having turned his back on his French origins. In Satori in Paris, he is constantly haunted by 
all sorts of familial and literary ghosts; even though he wants to see the graves of Pascal and 
Balzac, he avoids going to the Père Lachaise when he has the chance because “I didn’t wanta go 
to no cemetery at midnight.” It seems almost inevitable that, after his failed archival visits, and 
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once he finally arrives on the actual land of his ancestors, Brest, Jean-Louis encounters his 
“father’s ghost” (74). The scene is very Hamlet: it is the middle of the night, “it’s foggy and 
still,” when, filled with fright that he will be attacked, Ti Jean approaches “the elderly printer” 
(Leo Kerouac, his father, was a printer) who may be “my father’s ghost” (74). He imagines being 
seen by his entire male and exiled Breton ancestry in that moment: “Surely my father musta 
looked down on me that night in Brittany at last where he and all his brothers and uncles and 
their fathers had all longed to go, and only poor Ti Jean finally made it…” (74). But, under the 
ancestral gaze, he feels he has not lived up to their greatness, calling himself a “worthless 
Canuck” by chapter’s end, and a “cowardly Breton” that has been “watered down by two 
centuries in Canada and America” (77).  
 What is of peculiar interest in this scene is that, in a novella obsessed with names, he 
repeats his name “Ti Jean” three times in close succession. As I mentioned at the beginning, 
Kerouac opens Satori in Paris by using “my real name here, full name in this case, Jean-Louis 
Lebris de Keroauc.” The chapter that immediately precedes the vision of the father’s ghost opens 
with the question, “Well, why do people change their names?” (72), and theorizes possible 
answers: “Have they done anything bad, are they criminals, are they ashamed of their real 
names? Are they afraid of something? Is there any law in America against using your own 
name?” (72). Although Kerouac never changed his last name, he did have his first name legally 
changed from Jean-Louis to John. As a result, most innkeepers and librarians who see his 
passport are intrigued by the incongruence it displays. As he himself explains, seeing “Jack” in 
front of “Kerouac” is like seeing someone named “Johann Maria Philipp Frimont von Palota” 
travel “from Staten Island to the Vienna library and signing his name on the callcards Johnny 
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Pelota” (34). He is forced to explain to a blonde that keeps calling him “Jacques” that his “name 
is “Jean” (47).  
When he finally meets a Breton who shares the name “Lebris” with him (tellingly called 
Ulysses Lebris140), he shows him his passport which says: “John Louis Kerouac” because,” he 
says, “you cant go around America and join the Merchant Marine and be called “Jean.” He goes 
on to explain something I myself have often, in vain, tried to explain in America: “Jean is the 
man’s name for John, Jeanne is the woman’s name” (95). Consulting Lebris’s private 
genealogical record, Jean-Louis searches “blindly for that old Breton name Daoulas, of which 
“Duluoz” was a variation I invented just for fun in my writerly youth (to use as my name in 
novels)” (101). He doesn’t find it, but is instead asked to sign his own name when Lebris’s 
daughter comes in and “wants [his] autograph” (101). In the following chapter, he has an 
extended learned conversation with Lebris—his ancient vocabulary impresses the Breton—and 
tells him about his family’s motto, “AIMER, TRAVAILLER ET SOUFFIR,” before returning to 
theme of name-shame (in a postscript): “Why change your name unless you’re ashamed of 
something” (105). As yet another layer of dissimulation, in Kerouac’s original holograph 
notebooks for Satori in Paris, his conversation with Lebris (as well as most of his other 
dialogues, most notably the one he has with the Satori-providing cab driver Raymond Baillet at 
the very end) is written in French. Here, in the land of his ancestors, Jack is ashamed of having 
changed his name and turned his back on his race, as he had on that night Pearl Harbor was 
attacked.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
140 I disagree with Melehy’s reading of Satori in Paris largely because of Keroauc’s choice to call Pierre 
Lebris “Ulysses.” Although Ulysses is arguably the most famous traveler in literary history, he is also the character 
who most desperately longs to reach home in Ithaca. He is not an aimless “vagabond,” but rather a perennially 
homeward-bound wanderer, like Kerouac himself.  
322 
	  
 At the same time—true to his “dualism crap”—his aristocratic Breton stock and the brand 
of French he has wielded since birth are also simultaneously sources of pride and distinction. At 
some point, having dinner between his archival visits, Kerouac initiates a conversation with a 
“quiet gentleman”—an art dealer who “knows André Breton”—sitting a few tables away (this 
detail is important as it forces the other patrons to overhear what they are saying). Kerouac 
records: 
We have our conversation in French, and I even tell him that I roll my “r’s” on my tongue 
and not in my throat because I come from Medieval French Québec-via-Brittany stock, 
and he agrees, admitting that modern Parisian French, tho dandy, has really been changed 
by the influx of Germans, Jews, and Arabs for all these two centuries and not to mention 
the influence of the fops in the court of Louis Fourteenth which really started it all, and I 
also remind him […] that in those days you said not “toi” or “moi” but like “twé” or 
“mwé” (as we still do in Québec and in two days I heard it in Brittany)… (SP 45-46) 
 
He adds, “Maybe that’s when the satori took place. Or how. The amazing long sincere 
conversation in French with hundreds of people everywhere, was what I really liked, and did, 
and it was an accomplishment because they couldn’t have replied in detail to my detailed points 
if they hadn’t understood every word I said” (SP 46). Kerouac is proud of the historical 
knowledge he possesses of “his” people and of the evolution of the French language. Significant 
in this passage is also his use of the “we” in “as we still do in Québec.”141 His happiness at being 
understood in French is palpable, a joy that he reiterates throughout the novel. To be understood 
in French, for Kerouac, is to be accepted for who he truly is. Basking in acceptance, Kerouac 
became so “cocky” that evening that he “didn’t even bother with Parisian French and let loose 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
141 In an annotation to his 1959 interview with Al Aronowitz, Kerouac is proud to convey similar 
information about “his” French: “Michel Mohrt did say the French my mother and I spoke was pure eighteenth 
century Norman French, which was substantiated recently by a Québécois scholar here at the house. In other words, 
‘French-Canadian’ is a pure preservation of old pre-Louis XIV French before the influence of Moorish and 
Germanic on the French language which has now resulted in ‘Parisia’ guttural that you hear in French movies… 
This is facts” Conversations with Jack Kerouac, 22.  
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blasts and pataraffes of chalivarie French that had them in stitches because they still understood” 
(SP 46).  
Although he is briefly encouraged by this encounter with the art dealer to see Paris in a 
more positive light, as soon as he tries to “test Wits Transatlantique” with other locals,  “they’re 
not interested” (SiP 50). Rejected once more, the “visiting drunkard alone” (48) decides to seek 
refuge, this time in the National Archives, only to once again be told by the head archivist that “a 
lot of them had been burned in the Nazi bombing and besides they have no records there of “les 
affaires Colonielles” (Colonial matters).” Enraged by the archivist’s phrase and her haughty 
dismissal of his project, Jean-Louis cries out: “Colonielles!” I yelled in a real rage glaring at her” 
(51). “The main fact was,” he realizes about the archivist, “my name, my quest… struck her as a 
silly thing to do” (52) and she refuses to help him any further. Dejected and perplexed, Kerouac 
asks himself: “And for me, an American, to handle manuscripts there, if any relating to my 
problem, what difference did it make?” (52). The drunkard immediately lays claim to his 
American nationality, for his ancestry as a colonial subject has been dismissed by the colonizer, 
and now “All there was do to in Paris was done” (53). The rage is the welled-up rage of his 
people, here left without any archival trace of a common past save for a reminder of 
colonization. 
Ultimately, what emerges from the novel is Kerouac’s almost manic oscillation between 
pride and shame in regards to his Québécois identity. On one level, he feels that the Québec 
French is more pure than the France French, having retained more of its ancient Feudal words 
and masculine vigor. On the other hand, his Québecois status is often the first excuse Kerouac 
cites when he is treated badly; it stigmatizes him as a “dumb” or “dopey” Canuck. With more 
than a little nationalistic mania, Schleimermacher had warned translators everywhere: “One must 
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be loyal to one language or another, just as to one’s nation, or else drift disoriented in an 
unlovely in-between realm” (58). Schleimermacher is convinced that if one can ever truly “write 
equally as well and as originally in the foreign tongue as in one’s own, then I would not hesitate 
to declare this a wicked and magical art like the trick of doubling oneself, an attempt not only to 
mock the laws of nature but also to bewilder.142 What Satori in Paris vividly proves, en bout de 
compte, is the toll the “trick of doubling” himself has taken on the post-heyday Kerouac, who 
drifted disoriented in an unlovely in-between realm.  
Conclusion  
“I’ve grown sick in my papers” 
- Kerouac, Visions of Gerard 
 
When Kerouac traveled to Montréal again in 1967, the city was host to the world’s fair, 
known as Expo ’67, and he appeared on a Radio-Canada television show entitled Le Sel de la 
Semaine hosted by the great Fernand Séguin. The interview, conducted in French, is remarkable 
for the fact that we can hear what Kerouac’s French sounds like, but also for the sad honesty 
with which Kerouac, here so exhausted and fed up with his own life, speaks about himself and 
his work. Moreover, the audience often laughs not simply with him, but at him. Victor-Lévy 
Beaulieu, in Jack Kérouac: essai-poulet,143 links this moment of mockery in Québec to the ones 
Kerouac experienced in his trip to Brittany the year before: “On s’amusait de Jack en Bretagne 
comme, plus tard, dans le studio de Radio-Canada, on se moquera de son parler étrange, pas 
américain et pas québécois, exotique, seulement exotique)”144 [They made fun of Jack in Brittany 
just as, later, in Radio-Canada’s studio, they mocked his strange speak, not American and not 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
142 Schleimermacher, 58. 
143 “Essai-poulet,” as Beaulieu explains it, means that the essay “n’est pas rendu dans ses grosseurs,” which, 
for Beaulieu, means that it has not reached the internal equilibirum he had hoped; it is in an incomplete stage of 
development, it still has not “grown up” into its proper proportions. By subtitling his essay with this coined term, 
Beaulieu humbly acknowledges that he has yet to fully reconcile Kerouac’s oeuvre with either himself or Québec’s 
national cause. Perhaps for these reasons, most non-Québécois critics who have read Beaulieu’s book (usually in 
translation) have fundamentally misunderstood Beaulieu’s project. 
144 Victor-Lévi Beaulieu, Jack Kérouac: Essai-Poulet (Montréal: Éditions du Jour, 1972), 221.  
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Québécois, exotic, merely exotic]. Beaulieu here gets to the real nature of Kerouac’s problem: 
he’s “not American and not Québécois”; he is doomed to remain caught in a “horrible 
homelessness.”  
Only in his own archive and writings does he forge any home. In these, Kerouac’s 
translations importantly stress the viability of his French as a translatable language: “it proves 
irrefutably that the Québécois language exists […] It proves that it is the language of a people 
and that it can replace French as the language of literature for its people.”145 The English tells 
you what it means, but the transcribed joual shows you how it sounds, and how it really went 
down. Kerouac was also aware that he did have an audience out there that appreciated his 
excursions into joual: the people of Québec. In an interview with Al Aronowitz that Kerouac 
annotated, he happily reports, “Do you realize that everybody in Quebec is delighted with the 
French in Doctor Sax?”146 Moreover, Kerouac’s uses of French are phonetic moments of naked 
authenticity, and as such they represent a crucial part of his Beat commitment to sound and to the 
extension of extreme candor to his audience. Therefore, I must necessarily disagree with Rachel 
Adams who reads Kerouac’s joual fragments and translations as “layers of estrangement” that 
“must be read as expressions of longing and recognitions of loss.”147 On the contrary, as with 
most of Kerouac, these are rather the absence of all layers; pure, naked intimacy. I would also 
add that for Québécois or Franco-American readers, these moments become not only 
disarmingly touching and familiar, but more often than not, simply hilarious. In short, these 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
145 Brisset, 341.  
146 Kerouac, Conversations with Jack Kerouac, 22. Rachel Adams problematically suggests that Keroauc’s 
translations of joual “assume a monolingual Anglophone audience” (156), yet it must be noted that his joual is not 
French proper, and even a “regular” francophone audience would be unable to fully understand his French. As the 
above further shows, the translations did not hinder the Québécois audience from enjoying its presence. Moreover, 
it’s also important to note that Kerouac also translates the reverse; English into French. Thus, these moments 
highlight the uncertain nature of the audience he has in mind (for instance, he writes “August (Août)” in Satori in 
Paris, 11). 
147 Rachel Adams, 156. 
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translations reflect Kerouac’s pioneering literary forays into joual, thus into transcribing a 
uniquely Québécois kind of language, rather than representing his estrangement from his mother 
or adopted tongue. They are moments of affirmation, of viability, and hint at a possible 
reconciliation between the two cultures. While Kerouac is attuned to what has been lost, and to 
his inability to ever truly fit in in America (or anywhere, really), he is also invested in what is 
preserved by his particular heritage, namely the “pure” French of his ancestors. As such, 
Kerouac considers himself the custodian of a unique and proud people, one he knows is under 
threat of assimilation and elimination.  
For Kerouac the use of English was an act of willed self-fashioning and his reunion with 
joual French is both a return to his earliest sense of self—before formal education—and in his 
final years, a willful renunciation of his overly mediatized public status as a writer and 
intellectual. In the end, he was only able to write in French the true invisible reality of his 
predicament: “Je suis Canadien Francais, m’yau-monde a New England. Quand j’fâcher j’sacre 
souvent en Francais. Quand j’rêve j’rêve souvent en Francais. Quand je brauille j’brauille 
toujours en Français.148 [I am French Canadian, put in this world in New England. When I’m 
mad I often curse in French. When I dream I often dream in French. When I weep I always weep 
in French]. Ti-Jean’s French tears, masquerading as American ones, fall upon transnational soils 
in search of a “chez nous” he never truly found…except in the skeletal architecture of his own 
archive.  
In his journal entry for September 10th, 1951, Kerouac expresses his wish to find a “form 
that will fit me for life,” later formulating this same desire as wanting “to find a lifetime form.” 
“Wrote a draft in French,” he adds, and considers, in a strange formulation, that “This journal 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
148 Holograph draft novella “La Nuit Est Ma Femme - Winter/Spring 1951.” Kerouac Archive, Box 15, 
Folder 20, Berg, NYPL. 
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using its losefulness. Yet maybe nothing gets done without a great, honest, grave, disciplined 
Journal!”149 Kerouac had indeed, that very same day, written, in French, the story that contains 
the equivalent of the first sentence of On the Road (mentioned in a previous section). Just before 
beginning that story, he announced that “L’ouvrage de ma vie serait écrit dans la langue que j’ai 
commencez la vie avec. . . L’Anglais ça viendra le deuxième tour de composition. Eh ben… 
commence” [“My life’s work will be written in the language in which I began my life with. . . 
the English comes as the second round of composition. Well… begin]. These combined texts 
suggest that this elusive “lifetime form,” the one that would “fit him for life,” involved 
commencing with French and then refining it, that second time around, through English. Clearly, 
as the encoded joual suggests, his own notion of his preferred “lifetime form” was formulated 
during his experiments with joual; we could further posit that French is the “skeletonized form” 
of his English style. Importantly, however, “nothing gets done without the great, honest, grave, 
disciplined Journal”; in other words, for Kerouac, the true “lifetime form” was intrinsically part 
of his incessant daily recording, an archive that, rather beautifully, uses its “losefulness,” a 
sentiment that represents the opposite of losing its usefulness, but rather embraces and utilizes all 
that gets lost in this world, all that “slips away” from the mere mortals we are. Using its 
losefulness is the transubstantiation of a document’s first essence into the archive.  
In his preface to Visions of Cody, Kerouac evokes the historic timeliness of his project; 
the America(s) he describes has already come to pass, and is now preserved only in archival 
form. The portrait of the nation Visions of Cody provides, he says, “may soon be obsolete as 
America enters its High Civilization period and no one will get sentimental or poetic any more 
about trains and dew on fences at dawn in Missouri.” Kerouac here echoes the French poet 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
149 Kerouac, entry for September 10th, 1951, “1951 / Journals / More Notes.” Kerouac Archive, Box 55, 
folder 6, Berg, NYPL. 
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Apollinaire who had already warned “Crains qu’un jour un train ne t’émeuve/Plus”150 [“Dread 
the day a train moves you no/More”]. The preservationist task of the twentieth-century novel is 
thus a central theme of the Kerouackian project, just as the ability to be “sentimental or poetic” 
in one’s relation to the past is crucial to Kerouac’s particular preservationist tendency. 
One might even say that the very physical shape that his archive and works take, notably 
the famed “scrolls” of teletype paper onto which he typed the first drafts of On the Road, 
Dharma Bums, Big Sur, symbolically represent the running after origins to recapture the moment 
that his artistic dedication compels him toward; it marks the velocity of his melancholy soul in 
dire “mal”—pain, ache—for an archive and origin. I believe that it was precisely because he was 
bereft of a clear origin, because he was from a transplanted people, deracinated from his cultural 
and literary provenance, that he felt compelled to create the most comprehensive record possible 
of himself. Moreover, as one of the most influential and internationally-read American writers of 
the twentieth-century, the Kerouac Archive stand an both a challenge and a testament to the 
United States’ sense of itself. As such, Kerouac’s personal archive stands today as a precious 
trove of an otherwise-irrecoverable past—a past that unites the North American continent in 
unsurpassed ways. Ultimately, Kerouac’s achievement has to do with forging one’s place in 
“America”; in “processing” those parts the U.S. refuses to see about itself, to expose all that is 
melting in that cauldron.  
The reason Kerouac is so beloved in Québec, and why he has been claimed as a pioneer 
of Québécois literature and folk culture, is that Kerouac’s joual writings today represent the 
earliest efforts to set vernacular French joual in written form. Joual was, until the 1960s, not 
officially a written language but rather only existed in speech. As a result, Kerouac has come to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
150 Guillaume Apollinaire, “La Victoire.” 
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hold a particularly significant status for Québec and the intellectuals who sought to establish 
joual as a viable written language. His archive provides the foundation for what the Anglophone 
colonizer, Lord Durham, claimed did not exist, i.e. a distinct French Canadian culture and 
literature.151 This points to the extreme value of a personal archive for diasporic future 
generations; personal archive becoming counter-colonial archive. In other words, Kerouac’s 
archive becomes one of the sites of “absolute commencement” for Québécois literature, and is 
thus an enrichment of human culture in general. 
To archive to such extremes as Kerouac has done, you have to “be in love with your life,” 
as he orders everyone to be in “The Essentials of Spontaneous Prose.” You must think of 
yourself, as he puts it, as “mad valuable me.” Again and again, Kerouac expresses the value of 
all life, and we can here discern an underlying impetus for everyone to create a “complete 
record” of their own lives. The reason we may need to do this is simple: l’archive est 
d’hommage. As I could never dream of expressing it with more beauty or power, I leave you 
with the final entry, the uncharacteristic “EPILOGUE,” Kerouac inscribed on the final page of 
his 1951 journal: 
whether my children, historians, or that ancient history worm reads this, I say it anyway, I 
hope it is true that a man can die and yet not only live in others but give them life, and not 
only life but that great consciousness of life that made cathedrals rise from the smoke & 
rickets of the poor, mantles fall from illuminated kings, gospels spread from twisted 
tortured mouths or living saint that sit in dust, crying, crying, crying, till all eyes see.152 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
151 See The Durham Report. Notes by Sir Reginald Coupland (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1945). Durham’s 
colonizing doctrines, forged following the Quebec insurrections of 1837-1838 against the English, were 
subsequently implemented in Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa.  





Bridging Two Worlds: 
Claude McKay, Samuel Roth, and the Discovery of Amiable with Big Teeth 
 
“habent sua fata libelli” 
- Terentianus Maurus1 
 
In 1940, after publishers rejected the great Irish writer Flann O’Brien’s manuscript of The 
Third Policeman, published posthumously in 1967 and now considered a masterpiece, O’Brien 
put it away in a drawer, pretended to friends that it had been lost, and never spoke of it again. A 
year later, around July or August of 1941, E.P. Dutton declined to publish Claude McKay’s 
Amiable with Big Teeth, which at the time may have been called God’s Black Sheep. 1941 also 
marked what McKay biographer Wayne Cooper calls “the beginning of his long illness,”2 a 
period during which McKay was not only destitute but forced to repeatedly relocate and 
ultimately—after suffering from a stroke—to rely on friends for food and mobility. Like 
O’Brien, McKay seems to have never again mentioned his last novel, at least the archive bears 
no such trace, but unlike O’Brien, McKay did not, in the end, control the destiny of his own 
manuscript. In a strange twist of fate, that task fell to a convicted pornographer and reputed 
“pirate”—a misleading epithet that haunted Samuel Roth, the independent, infamous New York-
based publisher, his entire career.3 Hidden within Roth’s publisher’s files the manuscript 
lingered, deracinated from its original provenance.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 This ancient Latin saying roughly translates as “books have their fate.” The full phrase, “Pro captu 
lectoris habent sua fata libelli,” would literally be “According to the capabilities of the reader, books have their 
destiny.” Walter Benjamin discusses this adage in “Unpacking my Library: A Talk about Collecting,” Selected 
Writings, Volume 2, Part 2, 1931-1934. Trans. Rodney Livingstone and Others. Eds. Michael W. Jennings, Howard 
Eiland, and Gary Smith (Cambridge and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 487. 
2 The Passion of Claude McKay: Selected Poetry and Prose, 1912-1948. Ed. Wayne F. Cooper (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1973), caption to last photograph between pages 43-45.  
3 For more on this, see Jay Gertzman, “Not Quite Honest: Samuel Roth’s ‘Unauthorized’ Ulysses and the 
1927 International Protest,” Joyce Studies Annual (Volume 2009), pp. 34-66; and Paul K. Saint-Amour, “Soliloquy 
of Samuel Roth: A Paranormal Defense,” James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 37, No. 3 (Spring 2000), pp. 459-477. 
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In the summer of 2009, I began processing the papers of writer, publisher and recidivist 
Samuel Roth in Columbia University’s Rare Book & Manuscript Library (RBML). About a 
month into it, I came upon a typescript labeled “Amiable with Big Teeth: A Novel of the Love 
Affair Between the Communists and the Poor Black Sheep of Harlem by Claude McKay, Author 
of Home to Harlem.” As a student of twentieth-century American literature—and one who had 
recently written a graduate seminar essay about McKay’s first novel, Home to Harlem—this 
discovery was both tremendously exciting and highly suspect. Was the novel truly written by the 
renowned Jamaican-born poet, novelist, and scholar Claude McKay? And if so, what could it 
possibly be doing in Samuel Roth’s papers, a man whose main claims to fame include being the 
appellant in a notorious 1957 Supreme Court obscenity case following his conviction for mailing 
obscene materials, and his 
status as the target of the 
1927 “International 
Protest”—a petition 




excerpts from James 
Joyce’s Ulysses (Figure 1). 
Those who have read it will know that toward the conclusion of McKay’s last novel, we 
learn that the story’s villain, the Comintern agent Maxim Tasan, has stolen the protagonist Lij 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Gertzman, 35. 
Fig. 1.  Samuel Roth at his desk. Photograph by John Gruen. Could 
Amiable be in one of those piles behind Roth? 
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Tekla Alamaya’s Imperial letter from Emperor Haile Selassie. Tasan hides the letter in a secret 
chest inside his apartment, and it remains there until Seraphine, daughter to another of the 
novel’s heroes, the philanthropist and streetwise Pablo Peixota, serendipitously manages to open 
Tasan’s chest and recuperates the purloined letter. The Amiable typescript followed an uncannily 
similar pattern, acquired as it was by this shadowy “villain” of modernism and concealed 
amongst his publisher’s files (until I unknowingly impersonated Seraphine). 
It was Samuel Roth’s status as the “bête noire of modernism”5 that brought me to process 
his papers in the first place when, as a doctoral student in English and comparative literature, I 
was hired to intern at RBML for a program in primary sources funded by the Mellon Foundation. 
After a few weeks of training in archival science, the time came for each intern to be assigned to 
a collection in Columbia’s “backlog” (newly-acquired but as-yet untouched collections). The 
conceit behind this internship, the brainchild of Michael Ryan, RBML’s Director, was for 
students to be matched with collections related to their field of study or interest. Initially, due to 
my work in African American and Caribbean literature, I was to be assigned to the C.L.R. James 
collection, an exciting prospect indeed. But as yet another example of the contingencies that 
haunt so many archival encounters, this assignment was impeded by administrative delays. I was 
suddenly left without a collection to process, but remembered that Columbia had recently 
acquired Roth’s papers and inquired into the status of the Roth archive. The next day, I received 
the good news that the collection still needed to be processed, and that Roth was mine for the 
taking. The irony is that in choosing Roth I still ended up working on a Caribbean author.  
 The material was semi-arranged, having been transferred for transportation to RBML 
from the Roth apartment at 151 Central Park West, and then into 53 “transitional” document 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Saint-Amour, 468. 
333 
	  
boxes and 5 record cartons to facilitate access. Despite these transfers, the material was kept in 
the same order that Roth’s daughter, Adelaide Kugel (whose own materials are also part of the 
collection), had left it prior to donation. It was only when I undertook the actual filing of material 
in the writings series that I first took hold of the typescript for Amiable, which was ensconced in 
a black-colored binder with floppy covers. Roth used this kind of DYI binder for many of the 
manuscripts in his possession (including some curious unrealized projects like “A Calendar of 
Sorrow for Cynics” or “A Day-Book of Solace for Scientists”), so from a visual standpoint the 
novel did not look much different from the majority of the other writings.  The initial rush of 
discovering a McKay MS was immediately tempered by that typical grad student “imposture 
syndrome”; that I did not recognize the title did not necessarily mean that I had found a new 
novel, but perhaps only that I had somehow failed to hear of it amid my research into McKay. As 
I inputted the information in the Container List and transferred the 300-plus pages into two new 
folders, the potential gravity of this moment both nagged at me and needed to be shrugged off so 
that I could finish the day’s work. 
 I returned home that evening and began rummaging through all my McKay books for 
references to Amiable. I returned home and began rummaging through library databases, the 
internet at large, and my own McKay books for references to Amiable. The searches were all 
unsuccessful; there was no mention of this title or any such manuscript either in McKay’s 
published work or in the secondary scholarship on his career by critics and biographers. The next 
day in the archive, I decided to abandon my processing of the writings series—just for a few 
minutes—to look through the selected correspondence boxes that had already been arranged in 
alphabetical order by the creators. I happily found two letters from Claude McKay to Roth, as 
well as a contract between McKay and Roth, but for a book to be titled, “Descent into Harlem.”  
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Though I was excited about the discovery, I was also made wary by my knowledge that 
Roth had hired ghost writers to compose fake “sequels” to modern classics, such as “Lady 
Chatterley’s Husbands,” and sometimes embedded his own writings in his editions of works 
falsely attributed to famous authors, such as My Sister and I (Boar’s Head Books, 1951), a 
sensational hoax in which a repentant Friedrich Nietzsche confesses to years of incestuous love 
with his sister Elizabeth, and ultimately disavows his allegiance to the übermensch to follow the 
teachings of Jesus. To spur sales, Roth would also send clients other gimmicks, like “Skin Edge 
Micro-Blades,” the sharpest razors imaginable! Or a manual that can teach you how to “Drink 
and Stay Sober!” Or, for the especially lonely on his subscribers’ list, he offered “a honey for 
your bedside,” 3-foot high blow-up replicas of women that came dressed or undressed, and in 
three choices of hair color. In short, the specter of Roth, his salesmanship and forgeries, loomed 
over the discovery, yet the obvious byline “by Claude McKay, Author of Home to Harlem” on 
the typescript’s frontispiece, the letters McKay sent Roth, and that book contract, all warranted 
further investigation. After two more weeks of thorough research resulting in nothing more 
substantive than a short list of individuals both men may have had in common, only one thing 
was clear: it was high time to tell my advisor and McKay scholar, Brent Edwards, about the 
discovery.  
I recall partly expecting him to rectify the misunderstanding by sharing with me his 
extensive knowledge of Amiable, but Professor Edwards had never heard of this novel either. 
After discussing what I had found so far in Roth’s papers and reviewing what was known about 
Roth and his sensationalist publishing methods, we decided the best way to proceed was to make 
a copy of the novel, read it over the weekend, and then meet to share our thoughts. Not only was 
the novel peppered with McKay’s preferred term, “Aframerican,” but it also featured 
335 
	  
appearances by figures McKay was writing about in the late 1930s and early 1940s (like the Sufi 
Abdul Hamid), not to mention themes familiar to McKay such as labor agitation in Harlem, 
racial aesthetics, black internationalism, and so on.  
Naturally, all this merely added up to circumstantial evidence, but Brent and I 
nevertheless contacted the McKay literary estate that same summer with our early sense of the 
novel’s provenance and expressed our intention to try to have the novel published. After 
consulting with an outside adviser, the literary estate was not yet ready to confirm its 
authenticity; they wanted hard(er) evidence. And so began our three-year archival odyssey to 
authenticate Amiable with Big Teeth. In order to conclusively convince the world, and the 
estate’s counsel, that Amiable was a bona fide Claude McKay novel, we had to obtain irrefutable 
proof, and hopefully find out how it ended up in Roth’s collection along the way. We had to 
track the genesis of the novel back to its inception, and try to reconstruct how the novel was 
composed; in short, we had to somehow restore its true provenance.  
The novel’s presence in Roth’s papers was at once indisputable and inexplicable. Instead 
of making things clearer, as at first it seemed they might, the other McKay materials in the Roth 
papers only added to the confusion. There was a book contract, yes, but for something called 
“Descent into Harlem” not “Amiable with Big Teeth,” and moreover, when reading the contract 
clauses, it became clear that although “Descent” would be written by Claude McKay, its author 
would publicly be known as one Dante Cacici; McKay was to be Cacici’s ghost writer and 
provide an introduction, though this time under his own name.6 This book project, as far as we 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 The book contract was signed 19 September 1941, and the two letters from McKay to Roth are dated 6 
October and 8 October of the same year. These documents are somewhat confusing when read in conjunction with 
the novel typescript. In the book contract, McKay agrees to write a book to be called “Descent into Harlem.” The 
book was to be written in the first person and, moreover, as specified in article ten of the contract: “The Author 
agrees that the book is to be published as if the author of it were Dante Caccicci. The author also agrees to supply an 
introduction to the book under his own name.” The contract is witnessed and signed by one Dante Cacici (no double 
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have been able to determine, was never realized. In fact, one of Roth’s cheques bounced, which 
greatly distressed McKay:  
any incident like a returned cheque upsets me in a way that perhaps I can never explain to 
you. It has never happened to me before, although I have had terribly difficult times. But 
you must know that Harlem is just a little village. A thing like that is whispered around 
and I have enemies.  
 More important is the fact that I do my writing on a very delicate balance. And an 
incident like this will upset me for many days. I heard about it Saturday night, Sunday I 
remained worried and all of today I had to give to it.7  
 
All these little clues were deceptive plants, false trails we had to follow before doubling-back to 
the novel and beginning anew. It quickly became apparent that “the archive” could lie just as 
easily as “fiction,” and consequently, that figuring out how the novel ended up in Roth’s papers, 
not to mention conclusively prove it was really “by” Claude McKay, would be a daunting—but 
exciting—enterprise. 
 As Brent and I pursued different leads across the archivescapes of black modernism, I 
continued to process Roth’s papers, keeping track of any possible link between Roth and McKay, 
as well as any additional information on that Cacici character. With the help of Jay Gertzman, 
Professor Emeritus at Mansfield University, and leading Roth scholar,8 we began collecting 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
“c”s in the real signature). McKay’s letter of 6 October explains in more detail the original conception of “Descent 
into Harlem.” It was intended as “a sentimental picture of the Harlem scene as seen by a white man.” Interestingly, 
the binder in which Amiable was found includes a three-page “Proem” written in the first person of a young Italian 
American coming back from years spent traveling, and going to Harlem to search for his family. But there is 
absolutely no relation between this prefatory text and the remainder of the manuscript. The bound typescript also 
includes a “Publisher’s Note” that seems clearly to have been added by Roth after McKay’s death, and may have 
been an aborted attempt to capitalize on the unpublished manuscript by a major author in his possession. Roth 
claims in the “Publisher’s Note” that McKay wrote the book “just before his death,” but the correspondence 
indicates that the book was in fact composed in 1941, not as late as 1948. The “Note” is written with a different 
typeset than the rest of the typescript, and is riddled with inaccuracies. The “Note’s” opening statement that in “the 
Italo-Ethiopian War envoys and refugees from those countries descended upon the Harlem of the Twenties with 
many different and divergent objectives in mind,” is problematic as the Italo-Abyssinian crisis did bring “envoys 
and refugees” to Harlem, but Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia began in 1935, not “the Twenties” (Samuel Roth Papers; 
Box 36 Folder 26, Box 29 Folder 7; Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library). 
7 McKay, letter to Samuel Roth, 6 October 1941, Samuel Roth Papers, Box 36 Folder 26, Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library. 
8 Gertzman’s research for his authoritative biography, Samuel Roth; Infamous Modernist (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2013) was an invaluable source of information, filling in some contextual and historical 
337 
	  
names McKay and Roth had in common: Max Eastman, Joseph Freeman, Frank Harris, Louise 
Bryant, John Reed, Harry Roskolenko, Maxwell Bodenheim, and others.9 Here were two people 
no one had ever had any reason to associate with one another, and yet the McKay manuscript’s 
very presence in the papers of Samuel Roth, along with the latter’s strange “Publisher’s Note” 
inserted in the bound typescript, gave empirical, undeniable proof that these two had not only 
met, but had tried to work together. Two worlds that traditional categorizations and 
specializations within literary studies had kept apart were really intertwined, much like Marcel 
Proust’s revelation in À la Recherche du Temps Perdu that the Germantes’ and Swann’s “ways” 
are actually one and the same path.10  
The authentication of Amiable with Big Teeth became an ode to the value of literature; it 
was the novel that became our guide to history, and it was the novel that resurrected figures that 
threatened to slip out of history and public memory. Knowing the novel’s plot and characters 
steered our archival searches and bestowed significance upon texts that would otherwise be 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
gaps that the materials alone simply could not provide. As it turns out, Dante Cacici had actually written the 
“Afterword” to Roth’s 1947 novel, Bumarap: The Story of a Male Virgin. There is only a single letter by Dante 
Cacici in the Roth papers, dated 21 November 1960, roughly twenty years after the “Descent into Harlem” contract. 
It was written on the letterhead to Cacici’s specialty bookstore in Queens, NY named “Dante’s Book Service.” In 
the letter, Cacici expresses happiness at learning that Roth has been once again newly released from jail (“once more 
returned to the world of the uncaught,” as he puts it). In congratulating him for his “return from Purgatory,” Cacici 
hints that he too did some jail time: “We who share a secret knowledge of that kind of Purgatory, know that a return 
is an accomplishment of itself. And I suppose the other half of the accomplishment is in remaining an “uncaught.” 
(Cacici, letter to Roth, 21 November, 1960. Samuel Roth Papers, Box 35, Folder 11, RBML, Columbia). Cacici 
served time in the 1930s for counterfeiting bills, and this is how he and Roth probably met, behind prison walls.  
9 In 1922, McKay shared the editorial responsibilities for Eastman’s The Liberator with Michael Gold and 
Joseph Freeman (who went on the found the Partisan Review). In 1918, Roth had published one of his poems in The 
Liberator and by 1920 had struck up a friendship with Freeman (see Michael Folsom, “The Education of Michael 
Gold,” in Proletarian Writers of the Thirties.” Ed. David Madden, [Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1968], p. 
230). It is possible that McKay and Roth may have met back then, though no concrete evidence confirms (nor 
denies) this early encounter. Even though Roth himself was not a Village lefty, he did have some run-ins with many 
of them, notably through his longstanding friendship with Frank Tannenbaum. My thanks to Jay Gertzman for 
pointing me to some of this biographic information.  
10 At the Beinecke, as part of the McKay collection, there is a copy of Samuel Roth’s poetry book, Europe: 
A Book for America (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1919), inscribed “For Claude McKay with the unqualified 
admiration of Samuel Roth,” dated 11 September, 1941. This is the earliest record we have of the McKay-Roth 




nothing more than amusing anecdotes or “irrelevant” letters. Some scholars claim that “the 
archive cannot hold anything worthless,”11 but value is granted only in relation to the 
researcher’s horizon of curiosity and knowledge. Sitting with the Federal Writers’ Project reels at 
the Schomburg Center, for instance, we realized that profiles of Chappy Gardner and the story of 
the fake Ethiopian princess Tamanya were historical events that inspired one of the major plot 
twists in Amiable. Through the novel, the “Italo-Ethiopian crisis” took on a real vividness, and its 
historical resonance for African Americans was crystalized. No longer archival throwaways, 
literature allowed these overlooked items to shrug off the rags of insignificance, and acquire new 
meaning. The fact is, and it took us a couple of years to faithfully confirm this, Amiable had 
already been written by the time McKay entered into a contract with, and probably even met, 
Roth. In the end, Roth had nothing whatsoever to do with its composition!  
We still don’t, and may never, know exactly why and how Roth became the custodian of 
McKay’s last novel, let alone why Roth himself seems to have forgotten that he was its archon. 
An unpublished essay by the late Brandeis University scholar Milton Hindus, who published his 
book on Louis-Ferdinand Céline, A Crippled Giant (1950), through one of Roth’s imprints, 
provides insight into the kind of publisher Roth was, and what he represented for maverick 
authors whose works had trouble finding an audience. In trying to explain why he chose Roth as 
his publisher—a Jew who had written an anti-Semitic book, a literary outsider who had a canny 
sense for recognizing great avant-garde works—Hindus focuses on the latter’s courageous spirit: 
the rebelliousness of Roth is clearly shown in his own writing—his prophetic vein is 
always a rejection of “things as they are”—but it is also shown in his publishing activities 
. . . [Roth] regarded his career as a merchant of pornography not only as a way of making 
a living but as a serious challenge to American puritanism, a kind of vestigial remain of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Peter Fifield, “Samuel Beckett: Out of the Archive, An Introduction,” Modernism/Modernity, Vol. 18, No. 
4 (November, 2011), 675. This claim uncomfortably implies its opposite; that whatever does not make it into an 
archive is potentially worthless. Moreover, it betrays an unhealthy reverence to “the archive” as a sacred site 
preserving all precious things.  
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the morals of earlier centuries and an effort to widen the bounds of the permissible in 
American life. Roth regarded himself as a martyr to American prudery, hypocrisy and 
repression . . . Roth may appear to be a sleazy operator, an immigrant Jew who was 
striving always to raise himself by his own bootstraps. But he was a mixture of things…12 
 
A daring publisher, Roth had printed early books on queer life (A Scarlet Pansy, 1932), alleged 
corruption among prominent politicians (The Strange Career of Mr Hoover Under Two Flags, 
1931), erotic adventures of contemporaries (The Private Life of Frank Harris, 1931) and other 
taboo subjects. This characteristic may have attracted a radical writer like McKay, especially at 
this difficult time in his career. 
To this day Roth is mostly portrayed negatively; even as recently as Michael Chabon’s 
Pulitzer Prize-winning The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2000), Roth is harshly 
described as “an almost comically shifty-looking and heavily perspiring walleyed loser named 
Samuel Roth.”13 Yet Roth was hardly a mere “loser” or smut peddler: “Whoever dared to defy 
convention and the authorities,” continues Hindus, “for any reason whatever, found a 
sympathetic ear in Roth” (37). The potentially incendiary subject matter of Amiable, which 
constitutes a direct attack on the Communist party and provides a scathing account of what he 
calls “the Black Sheep of Harlem,” portraying Harlemites as trusting dupes at the mercy of 
overly charismatic figures and con men, could have attracted Roth, and in turn, led McKay to 
seek him out after his novel was rejected by E.P. Dutton.  
Though Roth was not involved with the genesis of McKay’s novel, part of the poetry of 
archival research entails following the romance of the trace down all those false trails, temporary 
assumptions, and lingering mysteries that unfold with each acid-free folder. The archive’s 
promise, as Brent Edwards has written, “necessarily involves a process of linking or connecting 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 “Samuel Roth,” Unpublished essay, Milton Hindus Papers, Robert D. Farber University Archives, 
Brandeis University, p.36. My thanks to Jay Gertzman for pointing me to this piece.  
13 Michael Chabon, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (New York: Picador, 2000), 614. 
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gaps,”14 yet in reality it always falls a little short. In James Joyce’s Ulysses, the young artist and 
teacher Stephen Dedalus asks one of his students, “What is a pier?” The perplexed boy replies, 
“A pier, sir… A thing out in the water. A kind of bridge.” Dedalus agrees, “Yes, a disappointed 
bridge.”15 So it goes for the archive. The more processing and the more research I do in the 
archive, the more I’ve come to regard it as this movable yet disappointed bridge, allowing us to 
glimpse but not quite reach the other shore. As such the archive can mimic twentieth-century 
literature’s unwillingness to solve every plot mystery and its tendency to keep open the 
possibilities of meaning. The archive can feel similarly incomplete if we adhere to a naïve hope 
that it can provide an answer to everything.  
Why Samuel Roth? How exactly did Roth get a hold of this novel? Why would McKay 
forget Roth had it, or why would he abandon it? Was he perhaps ashamed, like Flann O’Brien 
was, after publishers rejected it? Why would McKay or Eastman never again mention a book 
they both seemed to admire? But to think of the archive this way would be to treat history as 
some kind of catechism awaiting completion, an impulse mocked by Joyce in the “Ithaca” 
chapter of his Ulysses. It would be to assume that every conversation, every interaction, every 
transaction, has miraculously been recorded and preserved. Although this disappointed bridge 
can never quite carry us across the aporias of history, some things sometimes do serendipitously, 
perhaps eerily, make it back to our side. Samuel Roth was not just “blundering all over the two 
worlds;”16 he was also bridging them. Roth’s cheque to McKay humiliatingly bounced, yet his 
preservation of the man’s novel might act as symbolic payback. Although neither one lived to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Brent Hayes Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black 
Internationalism (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2003), 14. 
15 James Joyce, Ulysses. Gabler Edition. (U 2.30-39) 
16 James Joyce, Finnegans Wake [1939] (New York: Penguin Books, 1999), 422. Joyce is here taking a dig 
at Roth (“Rot him!”) by subtly referring to the name of Roth’s journals from the 1920s, Two Worlds and Two 
Worlds Monthly, in which excerpts from both Work in Progress and Ulysses appeared.  
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see it—sadly enough—Roth did end up, in a strange archival way, seeing to Amiable’s 
publication after all.  
It is my hope that the work I’ve done in this disappointed dissertation can similarly allow 
us to observe, figuratively and through a very real materiality, previously unknown 
correspondences and resonances across 20th century American literature. I dove into the depths 
of my authors’ oeuvres and tried to follow, like a vagabond, a slew of novelistic clues back to 
scattered archives. The pleasure of opening a folder whose concealed contents directly echo back 
to the oeuvre of a given author does not simply stem from the archeological discovery of 
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